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Conventional Level

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Developmental Psychology, Ethics

1. Core Definition

The Conventional Level represents the second comprehensive stage within Lawrence Kohlberg's
influential theory of moral development. This pivotal stage, typically observed during adolescence
and extending into adulthood, marks a significant shift in an individual's moral judgment and ethical
reasoning. It is primarily characterized by the internalization of societal norms, rules, and
expectations, which individuals adopt from their adult role models and broader social structures.
Unlike the preceding pre-conventional level, where morality is externally dictated by consequences
or authority figures, individuals at the conventional level begin to develop a personal moral code.
However, a defining feature of this stage is the largely unquestioning acceptance of these
established norms and rules; they are adopted as inherently correct and are generally not
subjected to critical evaluation or independent philosophical scrutiny by the individual.

This phase signifies a move beyond purely egocentric considerations towards a recognition of
social expectations and the importance of maintaining interpersonal relationships and societal
order. The moral compass at this level is heavily influenced by the desire to conform to the
standards set by one's community, family, and wider society. Moral decisions are often driven by
an understanding of what is considered "good" or "right" within the social framework, aiming to
fulfill roles and uphold the established conventions that govern behavior. Thus, the conventional
level serves as a foundational period for integrating social and ethical guidelines into one's
developing sense of self and responsibility.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

Kohlberg's stages of moral development, including the Conventional Level, emerged as a
significant expansion and refinement of Jean Piaget's earlier work on cognitive development.
Piaget had initially proposed that children progress through distinct stages of moral reasoning.
Building upon this foundation, Kohlberg meticulously developed a more elaborate framework
comprising six distinct stages, organized into three overarching levels, each with two substages.
The progression through these stages is posited to illustrate the increasing complexity and
sophistication of moral reasoning in humans as they mature. The conventional level is strategically
positioned as the central stage, bridging the gap between rudimentary, self-centered moral
understanding and more advanced, principle-driven ethical thought.

The developmental trajectory begins with the pre-conventional level, which typically concludes
around the age of nine. This initial stage is notable for the absence of an internalized personal
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morality code, where individuals conform to or disobey rules solely based on the direct
consequences for themselves, often reflecting the dictates of adult role models. Following this, the
Conventional Level emerges as the second stage, marking a crucial transition. It is during this
period that individuals transcend their previous reliance on external consequences and begin to
internalize the rules and expectations imposed by society. This internalization process signifies a
shift towards understanding and upholding moral standards not just out of fear of punishment, but
out of a growing appreciation for their role in social harmony.

The conventional level then paves the way for the potential, though less frequently achieved, post-
conventional level. This highest stage of moral reasoning is characterized by a profound concern
for the rights of others and the development of a personal morality code that may, when necessary,
supersede conventional societal laws or norms. While the conventional level is marked by an
unqguestioning adoption of rules, the post-conventional level involves critical evaluation and the
formulation of universal moral principles. Understanding the conventional level's place within this
developmental sequence is critical for appreciating the full scope of Kohlberg's theory, highlighting
its role as a necessary stepping stone in the journey towards fully autonomous and principled
moral reasoning.

3. Key Characteristics

A primary characteristic of the Conventional Level is the individual's tendency to internalize and
adhere to the rules and expectations of their social environment without significant critical
examination. During this stage, there is an inherent assumption that the norms and rules
established by adult role models and society at large are fundamentally correct and should be
followed. Individuals at this level typically do not question the underlying principles or justifications
for these rules; rather, they adopt them as given truths, essential for maintaining social order and
personal acceptance. This ungquestioning adoption distinguishes the conventional level from the
more advanced post-conventional reasoning, where individuals may critically assess and even
challenge societal norms based on universal ethical principles.

Within the Conventional Level, Kohlberg further delineates two distinct substages, each reflecting
a different primary focus for moral reasoning. The first substage, often referred to as "Good
Interpersonal Relationships" or Stage 3, is characterized by a strong emphasis on fostering and
maintaining positive social relationships. Individuals at this point are motivated to be moral
primarily so that others will perceive them as a "good person." Their moral judgments are heavily
influenced by the desire for approval, loyalty, and affection from their immediate social circles, such
as family and friends. This involves living up to the expectations of others and fulfilling social roles
in a way that garners praise and avoids disapproval.

The second substage of the Conventional Level, known as "Maintaining Social Order" or Stage 4,
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expands the moral focus from individual relationships to a broader societal level. At this stage, the
maintenance of social order and the upholding of law and duty become paramount concerns.
Individuals become acutely aware of and knowledgeable about societal rules, laws, and norms,
and they adhere to them with an increased sense of responsibility towards the collective. The
primary motivation for moral behavior here is to maintain social standing, uphold the functionality of
society, and ensure that the established legal and social systems are preserved. There is a strong
belief in the necessity of laws and rules for the greater good, and moral decisions are guided by a
commitment to the stability and order of the entire social structure.

4. Significance and Impact

The Conventional Level holds immense significance within Kohlberg's framework as it represents
the moral reasoning capacity of the majority of adults in many societies. It illustrates a crucial
developmental leap from the egocentric and consequence-driven morality of the pre-conventional
level to a more sophisticated understanding of social roles, interpersonal expectations, and societal
laws. Individuals at this level are capable of considering the perspectives of others and recognizing
their responsibilities within a community, thus forming the backbone of social cohesion and order.
The internalization of norms at this stage means that individuals are not merely responding to
external threats of punishment, but are actively striving to be "good" or "dutiful" members of
society, contributing to its stability.

This stage's impact is evident in how it shapes everyday ethical behavior and civic participation.
The emphasis on good interpersonal relationships in its earlier substage fosters empathy and
cooperation, crucial for family and community harmony. Furthermore, the focus on maintaining
social order in its later substage promotes respect for law, authority, and the structures that govern
society. Without the widespread adoption of conventional moral reasoning, complex societies
would struggle to function effectively, as a shared understanding and adherence to rules and
norms are essential for collective action and mutual trust. The conventional level, therefore,
provides the moral framework that underpins much of our social interaction and legal systems.

Crucially, the Conventional Level also serves as a critical point of comparison for understanding
the pinnacle of moral development, the post-conventional level. While the conventional level
involves adopting morality from external sources without critique, the post-conventional level is
characterized by the development of universal moral principles that may even challenge existing
societal norms. The source content explicitly notes that the post-conventional level is only reached
by a small minority, approximately 10-15% of adults, and typically occurs in later adulthood. This
highlights the widespread prevalence and enduring influence of conventional moral reasoning
throughout much of the adult population, underscoring its pivotal role as the most common and
enduring stage for many individuals' moral development.
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5. Debates and Criticisms

While the Conventional Level is a well-defined and widely observed stage in Kohlberg's theory,
certain characteristics inherent to this level have been points of discussion or implicit criticism
when evaluating the completeness of moral development. A key feature of the conventional level is
the largely unquestioning adoption of rules and norms from adult role models and broader
society. Individuals at this stage internalize these guidelines but typically do not engage in critical
evaluation or independent philosophical analysis of their underlying ethical validity. This
characteristic, while vital for social cohesion, implies a potential limitation in moral autonomy, as
the individual's ethical compass is heavily reliant on external authority rather than self-derived
principles.

Furthermore, the trajectory of moral development outlined by Kohlberg suggests that the
Conventional Level, despite its sophistication compared to pre-conventional reasoning, is not the
ultimate stage of moral maturity. The existence of a subsequent post-conventional level, which
emphasizes a personal morality code that may supersede societal laws and universal moral
principles, inherently positions the conventional level as a stage that can be surpassed. The source
content explicitly notes that the post-conventional level is only reached by a small fraction of adults,
typically 10-15%, and usually later in life. This observation implicitly raises questions about the
extent to which the conventional level represents a fully developed moral reasoning capacity, given
that many individuals may never progress beyond its boundaries.

The reliance on established societal norms and the absence of critical self-reflection at the
Conventional Level can lead to situations where individuals uphold unjust laws or practices if they
are part of the accepted social order. This adherence to convention, without a deeper ethical
scrutiny, underscores a potential vulnerability in moral judgment. While contributing to stability, it
may also hinder progress towards more equitable or universally just moral systems, particularly
when societal norms themselves are flawed. Thus, while foundational for societal function, the
conventional level's characteristics invite a nuanced understanding of its strengths and inherent
limitations in the broader context of comprehensive moral development.
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