
Introduction
Biological, social, cognitive, and psychoanalytic paradigms for moral 
development are often viewed as distinct from one another. In this 
brief review of the literature, I draw out and conceptualize 
the potential complementary and intersecting relationships 
between these paradigms of moral development extending 
throughout later-life.

Evaluating the ways in which these paradigms intersect contributes 
to our understanding of how our moral thinking and behavior 
develops early in life — and how it continues to develop throughout 
the lifespan, even as we move through middle age and grow older.

The results of this investigation suggest that moral thought and 
action evolve and may advance through continued dynamic 
psychological development across the adult years or decline due to 
a regression in psychosocial adaption or neurological deficit.
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Psychoanalytic Paradigm
Sigmund Freud’s intrapsychic theory of moral development focuses heavily on childhood, 
where young humans are initially influenced by expectations of parents and other authority 
figures, but eventually reach the point where they can develop their own sense of identity.

Freud proposed guilt to arise from intrapsychic conflict involving the id, ego, and super-ego 
— a conflict which reflects one’s expression of morality. The super-ego, then, comes to 
represent the voice of parents during childhood years and later society as a whole. One key 
Freudian contribution is that having a conscience means having “a moral sense” that makes 
the individual both aware of moral standards and inclined to act accordingly (Deigh, 1984, 
p. 208).

The evolutionary paradigm views morality (including guilt) as a prosocial tool that humans 
have used to adapt and survive that is both innate and shaped by culture. The Control 
Mastery Theory (CMT) bridges a gap between psychoanalytic and evolutionary realms here 
— viewing guilt not as something caused by unacceptable internal desires (as Freud 
believed), but as something that arises when individuals feel they caused harm “to relevant 
others and relationships in the pursuit of [their] goals” (Gazzillo et. al., 2019, p. 7).

Freud saw the conscience as something that was not innate, but rather formed in childhood 
based on attachments. But what came first, the conscience or the super-ego? In Freud’s 
view, super-ego had to precede conscience; earlier in life, conscience is actually just “the 
dread of external authority” (Freud, 1994, p. 54). This demonstrates the progression from 
external to internal moral development. — one that is echoed by Jean Piaget’s ideas of 
heteronomous and autonomous reality, discussed in the next section.

Biological Paradigm
How might biology and neurobiology interact to affect moral development? Han et. 
al. (2014) studied moral decision-making at the neural level in Korean and American 
participants using functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI). These respective 
groups showed increased activity in different parts of the brain when presented with 
moral dilemmas — Koreans in areas associated with intuition and approximation; 
Americans in areas associated with formal reasoning, conflict and novelty monitoring 
(Han et.al., 2014). Researchers posited this had to do in part with cultural value 
differences between collectivistic versus individualistic societies.

This study by Han et.al. supports “culture-brain co-construction” in which education 
and culture affect brain development in domains like moral development —
demonstrating how social and biological paradigms can and do intersect (p. 33).

Erikson’s stages also result from the interplay between biological pressures 
experienced by the individual plus social and cultural expectations from the 
environment. These epigenetic influences prompt crises and the opportunity for 
individuals to successfully keep growing and changing even late in life (Brown & 
Lowis, 2003).

Paradigms in Moral 
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Cognitive Paradigm
Jean Piaget proposed two stages of morality based on his observations of children:

•Heteronomous morality: Children adopt external rules and laws during moral realism 
between the ages of approximately 5 and 9 years old.

•Autonomous morality: Around ages 9 and 10, children shift toward moral relativism, or an 
ability to make moral judgements more independently of punishment and rules (McLeod, 
2015).

Kohlberg built upon Piaget’s developmental theories, defining three levels of moral 
reasoning:

•Preconventional: Moral development is externally shaped by authority figures and 
consequences.
•Conventional: Moral development is externally based on laws and social norms.
•Postconventional: Moral development is internally based on ethical principles and 
individual rights.

These stages echo Piaget’s stages of cognitive development — in which children grow 
progressively less egocentric until some adolescents are able to reach the formal 
operational stage, unlocking the ability to think abstractly and hypothetically (Marcin, 
2018).

One important consideration when it comes to Piaget’s and Kohlberg’s theories of 
development is that not everyone reaches the final stages of formal operations and 
postconventional morality. Furthermore, it’s important to note intelligence and moral 
development are not necessarily linked. Case in point: There are many examples of 
traditionally intelligent humans who demonstrate moral bankruptcy, suggesting it is 
possible to keep developing in one area but hit a ceiling in another.

Social Paradigm
Erik Erikson and Freud both theorized development as a series of conflict-based stages. 
However, whereas Freud took an intrapersonal view — humans as largely self-contained 
systems — Erikson asserted that culture and the social world permeate the psyche “to 
preside over norms, views, adaptations and behavior” (Hoare, 2005, p. 30). Erikson’s 
psychosocial theory supports potential lifelong moral development, as adults deal with 
the demands of generativity vs. stagnation around midlife and integrity vs. despair in later 
years. Erikson viewed adults as able to develop into ethical beings capable of loving, 
caring and affirming others, building beyond Freud’s idea of morality as “Thou shall not” 
(Hoare, 2005, p. 25).



Can Moral 
Development 
Grow Throughout 
Older Adulthood?

The Case for Continued Moral Development
Older adults are often stereotypically 
generalized into a homogenous group. 
However, the results of this literature review 
reveal some of the nuanced ways some older 
adults continue to develop morally and 
ethically after midlife while others stagnate 
or decline in these areas.

Though adults in their late 50s and 80s are 
presumed to exhibit less “plasticity” than 
younger adults in terms of opinions and 
behaviors, one study found that some elderly 
Chileans were “willing to reassess their life 
orientations” (Bernasconi, 2011, p. 23).

•80-year-old Clara considers herself more 
morally open-minded and accepting late in 
life as a result of wanting to maintain a 
relationship with her children. Although she 
does not personally agree with modern 
developments like unmarried couples living 
together, she chose to update her mental 
framework in order to maintain familial 
relationships she believes require open-
mindedness.

•54-year-old Pilar has made conscious 
attempts to accept homosexuality, trying “to 
be tolerant and respectful” because she feels 
she should uphold the value of equality and 
“stretch the margins” of what she should 
view as a legitimate lifestyle for others 
(Bernasconi, 2011, p. 29).

•Elena, aged 55, has come around to 
approve of premarital sexual activity —
something she once condemned — because 

social norms have changed, and as a result 
she does not fear the repercussions for her 
daughters as she would have in the past.

These case studies demonstrate just three 
possible reasons why older adults may make 
an effort to update their moral convictions as 
they age: To maintain relationships with 
loved ones, to distance themselves mentally 
from discrimination and judgment, and as a 
result of changing social standards. It 
appears there are a range of internal and 
external factors that can motivate adults to 
update their moral framework — but these 
case studies demonstrate that, whatever the 
reason, some adults are indeed able to 
engage in ongoing moral development.

The Case for Halted Moral Development
Another study of age group differences in 
morality and convention found older adults’ 
judgements “to be characterized by 
harshness and low flexibility” (Margoni, 
2019, p. 10). This study defined moral rules 
as those concerned with ideas like welfare 
of others, fairness and equity — stemming 
from a sense of right or wrong rather than 
from societal norms and authority — while 
convention had to do with rules and 
jurisdiction. Researchers found older 
participants were less likely to distinguish 
between the two, leading to severer moral 
judgments and less consideration of context 
(Margoni, 2019). These results were not 
mediated by declines in memory, but 
researchers noted future studies will be 
needed to determine whether these results 
have to do more with generational attitudes 
or physiological aging processes.

Erikson theorized that lack of engagement 
between the ego and external world in the 
form of “personal, work, social and civic 
roles” can become a way of life for some 
people, which in turn affects the internal 
psyche (Hoare, 2005, p. 24). This presence 
or absence of engagement with the outer 
world may help explain why some people 
experience moral stasis or even decay while 
others are able to keep developing in a 
healthy and positive way. Joan Erikson even 
proposed a potential ninth stage of 
psychosocial development beyond ego 
integrity versus despair, which may indicate 
people keep growing psychologically and 
spiritually for however many years they live 
(Brown & Lowis, 2003).



Conclusions
There is research suggesting some people keep developing morally throughout the lifespan, 
while other studies suggest people become more morally set with age. Above all, it’s 
important not to paint all adults with the same broad strokes, as clearly many factors are 
capable of affecting how individuals develop morally: evolution of the human species as a 
whole, individual genes, brain structure, cognitive development, social relations, and 
cultural environment.

Humans clearly experience diverse trajectories of moral developments. I believe it’s possible 
to take elements from all the aforementioned paradigms to help explain how moral 
development can occur throughout the lifespan. It is my hope this literature review has 
established that it is absolutely possible for moral development to continue well into old age 
for some individuals. Additional research on moral development through midlife and beyond 
could shed light on this, as much of the current literature focuses on early life — providing a 
solid foundation but not necessarily telling the whole store about the richness of the later 
years.
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