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Good comparisons of development sequences have been made in the past. The model of hierarchical complexity is 
one developmental sequence which has often been compared to other developmental sequences including: Piaget 
& Inhelder (1969); Fischer & Bidell (1998); Colby and Kohlberg’s (1987a, 1987b) 9 point stages and moral maturity 
scores (mms) of moral judgment. However, Colby and Kohlberg’s 13 point scale has never been assessed in making 
comparisons to other scales. The current paper constructed a comparison table of all five models, including Colby and 
Kohlberg’s 13 point scale, which together cover the developmental stages of an entire life-span. Adjustments had to 
be made to the 9 point and 13 point scales. The formula, ohc = 3 + 2 * (Stage of Colby & Kohlberg’s), was introduced 
to demonstrate the relationship between the orders of hierarchical complexity and Kohlberg’s stages of development.
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There are many good comparisons of developmental sequences 
from the perspective of different theories. However, they 
do not cover an entire life-span. Commons, Trudeau, Stein, 

Richards, & Krause (1998) constructed a table showing the rela-
tionship among stage models including the models of Commons, 
Richards and Armon, 1984; Commons et al. (1998); Fischer and 
Bidell (1998), Colby and Kohlberg (1987a, 1987b); Case (1985), 
Campbell and Bickhard (1986); and Piaget and Inhelder (1969). 
More recently, Dawson-Tunik, Commons, Wilson and Fischer 
(2005) constructed a comparison table of development sequences 
comparing developmental stages of Dawson-Tunik (2004), Piaget 
and Inhelder (1969), Fischer and Bidell (1998), Commons et al. 
(1998); Colby and Kohlberg’s (1987a, 1987b) 9 point scale; Armon 
(1984); and King and Kitchener (1994). Among these models, Col-
by and Kohlberg’s (1987a, 1987b) 9 point and 13 point scales have 
been widely used (e.g. Kegan, 2002) as Kohlberg’s theory expands 
on Piaget’s work. Kohlberg determined that the process of moral 
development was primarily concerned with justice, and claimed 
that it continued throughout an individual’s lifetime (Kohlberg, 
1981). Many comparisons have been made among various stages 
of development previously but, researchers have only used Colby 
and Kohlberg’s 9 point scale for the comparisons. There has not 
been any work that shows how Colby and Kohlberg’s 13 point 
scale translates into other developmental sequences. Kohlberg’s 

model is limited to assessing the development of moral judgment 
only. The model of hierarchical complexity (MHC) (Commons 
et al. 1998), on the other hand, is a general stage model that as-
sesses development in any domain. The model helps score how 
hierarchically complex a behavior is (Commons, Trudeau, et al. 
1998). It has 17 developmental stages. This paper shows the cor-
respondence among orders of hierarchical complexity (OHC) and 
the 13 point scale of moral judgment, the corresponding 9 point 
scale, Fischer and Bidell’s cognitive development level and Piaget 
and Inhelder’s cognitive development stages. These five models 
of development were chosen because the stages in these models 
cover the developmental processes that occur in an entire life-span 
of an individual. Other developmental models were excluded as 
they do not cover the entire life-span. There have been several tests 
that validate these models. Here, we construct such a comparison 
that goes lower and higher than those in the literature cited above.

 » THE CORRESPONDENCE TABLE
Table 1 presents the stages of the model of hierarchical complexity 
(MHC) and the corresponding stages of Fischer and Bidell (1998), 
Piaget and Inhelder (1969), Colby and Kohlberg’s (1987a, 1987b) 
9 point scale and 13 point scale and their respective moral matu-
rity scores (MMS). MMS was described by Colby et al. (1983) as a 
measure of the moral judgment stages. The score is a continuous 
variable representing the proportion of moral reasoning done by 
individuals at each stage of Kohlberg multiplied by the ordinal Correspondence regarding this article should be addressed to Dr. Michael Lamport Commons, 
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number of that stage. For example, an MMS of 200 indicates that 
all of the individual’s reasoning is at stage 2 of the 9 and 13 point 
scales of moral judgment and an MMS of 300 indicates that all of 
the individual’s reasoning is at stage 3 of the 9 and 13 point scales 
of moral judgment. However, in the current paper, the distribution 
of the MMS to the stages of Kohlberg and descendants has been 
adjusted. The stages of Fischer and Bidell, and Piaget & Inhelder that 
correspond to the orders of hierarchical complexity were adapted 
from the conversion tables provided by Commons, Trudeau, Stein, 
Richards & Krause (1998) and Dawson-Tunik, Commons, Wilson, 
& Fischer, (2005). The conversion of Kohlberg and decedents’ 9 
point scale of moral judgment and 13 point scale of moral judg-
ment into the orders of hierarchical complexity (OHC) was made 
on the basis of the following three assumptions.
1. Model of hierarchical complexity is model that measures devel-

opment and shows sequence of actions for a task. There has been 
a lot of empirical evidence that substantiates not only the face 
validity of this model, but also the extremely high predictions 
of Rasch scaled performance from the orders of hierarchal 
complexity of tasks—up to r = .984 (e.g. Commons et al., 2014, 
Commons et al., 2008, Commons et al., 2006).

2. 50 point rule: The moral maturity scores (MMS) of each order 
of hierarchical complexity are 50 scores apart. For example, an 
MMS of 100 indicates that an individual is performing at stage 5. 
An MMS of 150 indicates that an individual is performing at stage 
6. An MMS of 200 indicates that an individual is performing at 
stage 7 and so on. Hence, as orders of hierarchical complexity 
increase by 1, the corresponding MMS score increases by 50 
points. As Pascual-Leone (1972) showed, all the half stages of 
Piaget and therefore of Kohlberg are really full stages. Thus, 
each half stage of Kohlberg would be 50 MMS apart.

3. The model of hierarchical complexity (MHC) applies to In-
helder and Piagetian (1958) theory of stage that two or more 
lower order actions constitutes one action of a higher order 
of complexity. Those actions have to be coordinated. However, 
MHC also adds that the ordering of the lower order actions 
should be non-arbitrary.
The conversion of Kohlberg and descendants’ 9 point scale of 

moral judgment to the orders of hierarchical complexity was de-
rived by scoring the definitions used in Kohlberg’s moral judgment 
instrument. If it was not absolutely clear, the example from the 
Colby and Kohlberg manual was used. The equation was:

3 + 2 × (stage number of 9 point Colby and Kohlberg) = OHC
Here, 2 and 3 are constant numbers. The constant 3 aligns the 

OHC and Colby and Kohlberg stage. Multiplying by 2 converts 
the half stage numbers of Kohlberg stages that were really full 
stages into full number.

There were only a few major changes made on the 9 point scale. 
On the high end, stage 4/5 was scrapped from Kohlberg’s stages 
because stage 4 of Kohlberg corresponds to Systematic stage (Stage 
12) of MHC and the transition to stage 5 of Kohlberg corresponds 
to metasystematic stage (stage 13) of MHC. According to the 50 
point rule for MHC, stages 12 and 13 of MHC are supposed to be 
50 MMS apart which means that stages 4 and 5 of Kohlberg would 
also have to be 50 MMS apart. However, according to Kohlberg, 

stages 4 and 5 of the Kohlberg stages are 100 MMS apart. Also, 
following the 50 point rule, the half stage, 4/5, of Kohlberg’s had 
to be scrapped. Sonnert and Commons (1994) found that Stage 5 
and 6 were actually part of a single stage and were consolidated 
into a single stage 6 which has an MMS of 500. Thus, new moral 
maturity scores were assigned to stages 5 and 6 of the 9 point 
scale to preserve the consistency of the 50 point rule. For example, 
according to Kohlberg and his descendants, stage 5 is assigned 500 
MMS, stage 6 is assigned 600 MMS and so on. However, after our 
adjustments, stage 5 of the 9 point scale was assigned 450 points, 
stage 6 was assigned 500 points and stage 7 was assigned 550 points.

Three higher stages were introduced, including most importantly 
the paradigmatic stage 14 which is stage 6 in Colby and Kohlberg’s 
stages of moral judgment (Sonnert & Commons, 1994). Kohlberg’s 
speculative stage 7 did not meet any of the stage considerations 
required for hard stages or for the MHC. Thus, it was rejected. 
The stage 7 of Colby and Kohlberg in Table 1 was an added stage 
which corresponds to the cross-paradigmatic stage 15 of OHC. 
Similar adjustments were made to the 13 point scale. On the low 
end of the scale, below stage 1 (Colby & Kohlberg, 1987), almost 
everything had to be redone. We again applied the 50 point rule 
to the corresponding orders of hierarchical complexity. Colby & 
Kohlberg’s stages begin at stage 1. Stage 1 of Colby and Kohlberg 
corresponds to stage 5 of the MHC. Thus, we extended the Kohl-
berg stages down to stage (-1/-2) using the 50 point rule of MMS.

The 9 point scale and the 13 point scale refer to the same stages of 
moral judgment. They differ only in the way their substages were 
divided. For example, on the 9 point scale, the transitional stage 
between 2 and 3 is 2/3 whereas in the 13 point scale, the transitional 
stages between 2 and 3 are 2(3) and 3(2). The stages on the 9 point 
scale are divided by half whereas the stages in the 13 point scale 
are divided by one third. Thus, the conversion of 13 point scale of 
moral judgment to the stages of model of hierarchical complexity 
was induced by following the 50 point rule.

It is also important to note that there are stages in the Colby 
and Kohlberg’s 13 point scale that do not correspond to the MHC 
stages and are between the MHC stages (e.g. 1(2) between MHC 
stages 6 and 7; 2(1) between MHC stages 7 and 8). These 13 point 
scale stages are not really stages, but could be possible transitional 
from one stage to the next.

 » CONCLUSION

In this paper, a correspondence table that compares five life-span 
developmental sequences was presented. In addition, their corre-
sponding moral maturity scores were also given. The table included 
the orders of hierarchical complexity, Fischer and Bidell’s (1998) 
stages of cognitive development, Piaget and Inhelder’s (1969) stages 
of cognitive development, Colby and Kohlberg’s (1987a, 1987b) 9 
point scale of moral judgment and Colby and Kohlberg’s (1987a, 
1987b) 13 point scale of moral judgment. Adjustments were made 
to Colby and Kohlberg’s stages. The 13 point scale of Colby and 
Kohlberg was presented in a correspondence table for the first 
time. This table allows one to intelligently use Kohlberg’s scoring 
manual and easily see how stages of different stage models of 
developmental sequences correspond to each other. ■
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Table 1. General description of sequence
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Michael Lamport Commons
September 6, 2012

Discriminations Order of 
hierarchical 
complexity 
Commons et 
al. (1998)

Fischer & 
Bidell’s stages 
of cognitive 
development 
(1998)

Piaget & Inhelder’s 
stages of cognitive 
development
(1969)

9 point scale of 
moral judgment
Colby and 
Kohlberg (1987)

13 point scale of 
moral judgment
Colby and 
Kohlberg (1987)

Moral 
maturity 
scores

Calculatory 0

Automatic 1 -1** -1/-2** -150

-1(-2)** -133.33

Sensory or motor 
and not both

2 0 -1** -1** -100

-1(0)** -66.66

Circular sensory motor 3 1 a Sensorimotor 0/-1** -50

0(-1)** -33.33

Sensory motor 4 2 b Sensorimotor 0** 0** 0

0(1)** 33.33

Nominal 5 3 Ia Preoperational 0/1** 50

1(0)** 66.66

Sentential 6 3-4* 1 1 100

1(2) 133.33

Preoperational 7 4 Ib Preoperational 1/2 150

2(1) 166.66

Primary 8 5 IIa Preoperational 2 2 200

2(3) 233.33

Concrete 9 6 IIb Concrete 
operational

2/3 250

3(2) 266.66

Abstract 10 7 IIIa Concrete 
operational

3 3 300

3(4) 333.33

Formal 11
8

IIIb Formal operational 3/4 350

4(3) 366.66

Systematic 12 9 IIIc Formal operational 4 4 400

4(5)* 433.33

Metasystematic 13 10 Postformal** 5* 5* 450

5(6)* 466.66

Paradigmatic 14 11* Postformal** 6* 6* 500

6(7)* 533.33

Cross-paradigmatic 15 12* Postformal** 7** 7** 550

7(8)** 566.66

Meta-paradigmatic 16 Non-existent Not observed 600

Notes: *Speculated stages that correspond to the orders of hierarchical complexity. ** Stages that do not exist in the 
models but added here based on how they would correspond to the orders of hierarchical complexity.



BEHAVIORAL DEVELOPMENT BULLETIN | Volume 19 | Number 3 | September 2014 27

CORRESPONDENCE BETWEEN SOME LIFE-SPAN DEVELOPMENTAL SEQUENCES

REFERENCES

Armon, C. (1984). Ideals of the good life and moral judgment: Ethical 
reasoning across the life span. In M. L. Commons, F. A. Richards, & 
C. Armon (Eds.), Beyond formal operations: Vol. 1. Late adolescent 
and adult cognitive development (pp. 357-380). New York: Praeger.

Campbell, R. L., & Bickhard, M. H. (1986). Knowing levels and develop-
mental stages. Basel; New York: Karger

Case, R. (1985). Intellectual development: Birth to adulthood. Orlando, 
Florida: Academic Press

Colby, A., Kohlberg, L., Gibbs, J., Candee, D., Speicher-Dubin, B., 
Kauffman, K., Hewer, R., & Power, C. (1983). Measurement of Moral 
Judgment: A Manual and its Results. New York: Cambridge

University Press

Colby, A., & Kohlberg, L. (1987a). The measurement of moral judgment: 
Vol. 1. Theoretical foundations and research validation. New York: 
Cambridge University Press.

Colby, A., & Kohlberg, L.  (Eds.) (1987b). The measurement of moral 
judgment: Vol. 2. Standard form scoring manuals. New York: Cam-
bridge University Press.

Commons, M. L., Armon, C., Richards, F. A., Schrader, D. E., Farrell, 
E. W., Tappan, M. B., et al. (1989). A multidomain study of adult 
development. In D. Sinnott, F. A. Richards & C. Armon (Eds.), Adult 
development, Vol. 1: Comparisons and applications of developmental 
models (pp. 33-56). New York: Praeger Publishers.

Commons, M. L., Goodheart, E. A., Pekker, A., Dawson, T. L., Draney, K., 
& Adams, K. M. (2008). Using rasch scaled stage scores to validate 
orders of hierarchical complexity of balance beam task sequenc-
es, Journal of Applied Measurement, 9(2), 182-199.

Commons, M. L., Li, E.Y, Richardson, A. M., Gane-McCalla, R., Barker, 
C.D., Tuladhar, C. T. (2014). Does the Model of Hierarchical Complexity 
produce significant gaps between orders and are the orders equally 
spaced? Journal of Applied Measurement, 15(4).

Commons, M. L., Richards, F. A., & Armon, C. (Eds.). (1984). Beyond 
formal operations: Vol. 1. Late adolescent and adult cognitive devel-
opment. NY: Praeger.

Commons, M. L., Rodriguez, J. A., Adams, K. M., Goodheart, E. A., Gutheil, 
T. G., Cyr, E. D. (2006). Informed consent: Do you know it when you 
see it? Evaluating the adequacy of patient consent and the value of 
a lawsuit. Psychiatric Annals, 36(6), 430-435.

Commons, M. L., Trudeau, E. J., Stein, S. A., Richards, F. A., & Krause, 
S. R. (1998). Hierarchical Complexity of tasks shows the existence of 
developmental stages, Developmental Review,18, 237–278.

Dawson-Tunik, T. L. (2004, November). The Lectical TM Assessment 
System. 1. Retrieved December, 2004, from http://www.lectica.info.

Dawson-Tunik, T.L., Commons, M.L., Wilson, M. & Fischer, K.W. (2005). 
The shape of development, European Journal of Developmental 
Psychology, 2(2), 163–195.

Fischer, K. W., & Bidell, T. R. (1998). Dynamic development of psycho-
logical structures in action and thought. In W. Damon & R. M. Lerner 
(Eds.), Handbook of child psychology: Theoretical models of human 
development (5th ed., pp. 467 – 561). New York, NY: Wiley

Kegan, R. (2002). A guide to the subject-object interview. Unpublished 
Scoring manual. Harvard Graduate School of Education.

King, P. M. & Kitchener, K. S. (1994). The development of Reflective 
Judgment in adolescence and adulthood . Jossey Bass: San Francisco.

Kohlberg, L. (1981). Essays on Moral Development, Vol. I: The Philosophy 
of Moral Development. San Francisco, CA: Harper & Row.

Piaget, J., & Inhelder, B. (1969). The psychology of the child. New York, 
NY: Basic Books.

Sonnert, G., & Commons, M. L. (1994). Society and the highest stages 
of moral development. Politics and the Individual, 4(1), 31-55.


