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People believe that effort is valuable, but what kind of value does it confer? We find that displays of
effort signal moral character. Eight studies (N = 5,502) demonstrate the nature of these effects in the
domains of paid employment, personal fitness, and charitable fundraising. The exertion of effort is
deemed morally admirable (Studies 1–6) and is monetarily rewarded (Studies 2–6), even in situations
where effort does not directly generate additional product, quality, or economic value. Convergent pat-
terns of results emerged in South Korean and French cross-cultural replications (Studies 2b and 2c). We
contend that the seeming irrationality of valuing effort for its own sake, such as in situations where
one’s efforts do not directly increase economic output (Studies 3–6), reveals a “deeply rational” social
heuristic for evaluating potential cooperation partners. Specifically, effort cues engender broad moral
trait ascriptions, and this moralization of effort influences donation behaviors (Study 5) and cooperative
partner choice decision-making (Studies 4 and 6). In situating our account of effort moralization into
past research and theorizing, we also consider the implications of these effects for social welfare policy
and the future of work.
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How have so many humans reached the point where they accept that
even miserable, unnecessary work is actually morally superior to no
work at all?—David Graeber (2018), Bullshit Jobs

Is effort inherently valuable? From an economic perspective,
the answer should be no: effort––active, goal-directed physical or

mental activity––should only be valuable insofar as it produces
something of value. If the same outcome can be produced with
less effort, it is rational to do so. This logic has motivated surges
of automation throughout history, including current waves that
may threaten nearly half of all jobs worldwide in the coming dec-
ade (Nedelkoska & Quintini, 2018).

Yet people’s reasoning about the world does not always follow
economic rationality (Boyer & Petersen, 2017; Kahneman, 2003).
For example, imagine two office workers with identical jobs, but
one employee clearly works harder than the other. Most people
likely prefer the worker who exerts more effort, and may even
want to pay that person more, because that individual seems like a
more dedicated employee whose efforts could produce more for
the company. Now imagine both workers were equally productive:
Would you still prefer the hard worker even if their work did not
result in greater production?

Several bodies of psychological research suggest the answer
may be yes: Effort is linked to broad conceptions of value. For
example, humans and other animals, such as pigeons and rats,
place greater value on rewards generated through increased effort
(Aronson & Mills, 1959; Clement et al., 2000; Lydall et al., 2010;
for a review, see Inzlicht et al., 2018). In evaluating objects like
art or clothing, people use the amount of labor required to produce
the item as a heuristic for its quality and value (Kruger et al.,
2004). These valuations of effort also extend to interpersonal judg-
ments and behavior. Individuals perceived as lazy or who other-
wise exhibit reduced effort (e.g., the poor or unemployed) are
regularly dehumanized, devalued, and deemed less deserving of
assistance (Harris & Fiske, 2011; Petersen et al., 2012). We
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propose that the valuation of effort in interpersonal settings is pri-
marily driven by a moralization of effort; displays of effort, even
those that produce little or no material value, are ascribed with
moral value.
Effort has been directly tied to interpersonal moral valuations in

research on Protestant Work Ethic (PWE) beliefs (Weber, 1904/
1958). The PWE is a suite of cultural beliefs primarily defined by
the endorsement of traditional morality and individual achieve-
ment (Uhlmann & Sanchez-Burks, 2014). One recognized feature
of PWE beliefs is the appreciation of economic productivity as a
moral end unto itself. These beliefs have been invoked to explain
individual and societal differences in the valuing of hard work
(Furnham et al., 1993; van Hoorn & Maseland, 2013). Recent
research suggests that PWE beliefs in American culture may cause
individuals to heuristically associate work ethic with being a moral
person––for example, hardworking laborers are perceived by
Americans as more honest than lazier counterparts (Amos et al.,
2019).
These findings are suggestive of a culturally bound explanation

of effort moralization; nevertheless, several limitations preclude
strong interpretations. First, the role of PWE has been assumed but
rarely measured or tested (e.g., Amos et al., 2019; Uhlmann &
Sanchez-Burks, 2014), so there is little direct evidence linking
PWE to effort moralization. Second, these moral judgments have
not been disentangled from other facets of person perception (e.g.,
warmth and competence; Goodwin, 2015), so effort cues may en-
gender broad halo effects rather than moralization specifically.
Third, and most importantly, productivity has not been held con-
stant in these studies; working harder is frequently associated with
increased productivity, so participants may have moralized
implied production rather than effort in past research.
Preferring a more industrious and productive worker is sensible

and unsurprising; more curious, though, are indications that people
value hard work even when those efforts do not produce direct
economic benefits. For instance, the phenomenon of “bullshit
jobs” (Graeber, 2018)—societally useless or redundant work
undertaken merely out of monetary or social obligations—sug-
gests that economically inefficient effort is maintained in the
workplace. Although difficult to quantify, initial evidence suggests
bullshit jobs (e.g., unnecessary middle management) may account
for roughly 20% to 40% of work in some Western economies
(Amárach Research, 2019; Dahlgreen, 2015; Schouten & Nelis-
sen, 2017). Furthermore, bullshit labor, such as superfluous admin-
istrative work that could be easily eliminated or automated, is a
reportedly common feature of otherwise productive jobs (includ-
ing within academia). Such observations are perplexing from a
Western economic and cultural perspective, in which costly but
inefficient labor should be trimmed by market and social forces.
Indeed, a core tenet of PWE beliefs, in addition to valuing hard
work, is valuing efficiency and frugality; the very beliefs argued to
cause the valorization of economically productive effort should
simultaneously promote the denigration of economically frivolous
effort. But this possibility is undermined by select research.
Namely, people positively evaluate those who engage in “needless
work,” such as continuing to work after winning the lottery (Tier-
ney et al., 2020). Research on the “martyrdom effect” similarly
finds that people report greater willingness to donate to fundraisers
that involve greater effort, even when one’s efforts are untethered

from the fundraiser’s cause (Olivola & Shafir, 2013). Running a
race does not directly contribute more to finding a cure than sim-
ply requesting donations, yet people find advocacy paired with
economically unnecessary effort—effort that does not directly
increase economic output or personal compensation—more valua-
ble than advocacy alone. These findings underscore the possibility
that effort is valued for reasons other than the economic value it
directly produces.

The inability of economic reasoning or PWE beliefs to explain
these phenomena suggests that the perceived value of effort may
be better explained by a more fundamental psychological pro-
cess. Displays of altruism once presented a similar puzzle. How-
ever, theoretical and empirical work on “costly signaling” and
“competitive altruism” provided a fruitful explanation: although
costly, these displays signal the moral traits that people find most
important when selecting social (Goodwin, 2015) and coopera-
tive partners (Gintis et al., 2001). People compete to be chosen
as cooperation partners, so they engage in altruistic displays to
distinguish themselves from their rivals and be seen as a more
attractive option within the market of available cooperation part-
ners (Barclay, 2013). We contend that displays of effort function
in similar ways. Although effort is an inconsistent and “noisy”
cue of ability and productivity (Markovits, 2019; Shepperd et al.,
1994; Stibbard-Hawkes et al., 2018), effort may be a reliable sig-
nal of one’s cooperative intent. Whereas prior research has found
that effort cues amplify how much praise or blame individuals
receive for prosocial and antisocial actions, respectively (Big-
man & Tamir, 2016), our claim is slightly different. We argue
that effort itself is perceived as a costly signal of moral character,
even when one’s efforts are devoted to tasks that do not have
direct moral or economic consequences. Someone who invests
effort in one task may be seen as a preferable partner for future
cooperative tasks—as one who will not take a “free ride” on the
backs of others’ collective efforts (Cosmides & Tooby, 2013).
Thinking about effort moralization as a “deeply rational” heuris-
tic process, one that facilitates social decision-making irrespec-
tive of its economic irrationality (Kenrick et al., 2009), may
provide stronger theoretical foundations for understanding why
displays of effort increase perceptions of one’s moral character
—even in situations where one’s efforts are not materially bene-
ficial or necessary. Observing such effects across relevant indi-
vidual, situational, and cultural differences would further
suggest that effort moralization is more widespread than can be
accounted for by cultural explanations alone.

These conjectures offer a set of testable hypotheses. First, if dis-
plays of effort are used to convey one’s value as a cooperation
partner, then effort cues should specifically and reliably relate to
judgments of moral character. Second, if effort serves as a signal
of moral character, people should preferentially select those who
display higher levels of effort as cooperation partners. Third, if the
moralization of effort is a more universal phenomenon than previ-
ously recognized, then it should be observed across individual and
cultural differences in work ethic beliefs, as well as across
domains of behavior.

Overview of Studies

We report eight studies that examine the relationships between
perceptions of effort and judgments of moral and monetary value.
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Our seven experiments (Studies 2–6) test whether effort is morally
valued, even in situations where one’s efforts do not directly
increase material value, and whether such moral character judg-
ments guide subsequent decisions regarding scarce monetary allo-
cations (wages and donations) and cooperative partner choice.
Furthermore, we assess whether these effects are moderated by
individual differences in PWE beliefs and extend beyond the
United States to other cultural contexts.
Study 1 examines whether perceived effort is a specific predic-

tor of people’s moral evaluations of different types of laborers.
Studies 2a–2c test whether people judge a high-effort worker to
be more moral and deserving of greater pay than a similar low-
effort worker in the United States (Study 2a), South Korea
(Study 2b), and France (Study 2c). Study 3 investigates whether
an individual engaging in economically unnecessary work is
deemed more moral than an individual who does not engage in
such work. Study 4 evaluates whether individuals who put more
effort into a personal activity (running) are seen as more moral
and, consequently, selected more frequently as a cooperation
partner for a trust-based task. Study 5 extends our investigation
of effort moralization to prosocial behavior, testing whether an
individual who runs a marathon for a charitable cause is seen as
more moral and, in turn, accrues more donations than an individ-
ual who runs a shorter race. Last, Study 6 addresses limitations
of the prior studies by explicitly controlling for the economic
value of targets’ efforts and by showing that effort cues influence
two distinguishable sets of moral characteristics: traits directly
related to one’s cooperative intent and traits related to one’s
capacity to enact those cooperative intentions. By refining these
moral trait constructs and testing different models of the experi-
mental effects, Study 6 also provides more detail about the
causal relationships between perceptions of effort, moral charac-
ter evaluations, and cooperative partner choice. All our studies
received ethics committee approval at our respective institutions,
seven studies (Studies 2–6) were preregistered in advance of
data collection, and all our preregistrations, data, and materials
are available on our OSF page (https://osf.io/zwqbe/; Celniker
et al., 2020).

Study 1

In an initial investigation, we explored whether people whose
jobs are perceived to require greater effort are judged to be more
moral than those employed in less effortful work, over and above
factors like the job’s societal contribution.

Method

We recruited 755 U.S. adults (376 female, five other; age: M =
37.2, SD = 11.8) through Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) to
give their general impressions of various jobs and the people who
do them. Each participant was presented with 10 jobs randomly
drawn from a bank of 46 jobs (see materials on our OSF page)
selected to be a roughly representative sampling of 702 occupa-
tions analyzed in Frey and Osborne (2013).
For each job, participants responded to the following questions

on 7-point scales: “How much effort does this job require?,”
“How difficult is the work in this job?,” “How much do others
respect people who do this job?,” “How much does this job

contribute to society?,” “How financially compensated are the peo-
ple who do this job?,” and “How moral are the people who do this
job?” Participants reported their opinions of all 10 jobs in one do-
main (such as effort) before proceeding to the question in another
domain (such as morality). The order in which the measures were
presented was randomized.1

After the job characteristic measures for all 10 jobs, participants
completed the Protestant Work Ethic (PWE) Scale (Mirels & Gar-
rett, 1971), six items on Work Ethos tapping perceptions of work
as good from the 2000–2004 wave of the World Values Survey,
and demographic measures (age, sex, social political orientation,
economic political orientation, subjective socioeconomic status,
and objective socioeconomic status; the full materials are available
on our OSF page).

Results

We analyzed these data using linear mixed multilevel models
with the GAMLj package in jamovi. The models were specified to
predict moral judgments from the fixed effects of perceived effort,
difficulty, respect, contribution to society, and financial compensa-
tion. The models included random intercepts for participants and
jobs to account for the nonindependence of responses and to allow
us to generalize our findings to the broader populations of individ-
uals and jobs from which we sampled (Judd et al., 2012). Random
slopes for effort by participant and job were also included to
account for the variability in effort moralization elicited across
subjects and professions (Barr et al., 2013). Mean-centered fixed
effects for the demographic variables were entered into the models
as well. Lastly, the models included mean-centered fixed effects
for PWE and Work Ethos scores and their interactions with the
effort variable. Separate models were specified using PWE and
Work Ethos scores. Only the model including PWE scores is pre-
sented in the main text; the models using Work Ethos scores are
presented in the online supplemental materials and produce sub-
stantively similar results.

The fixed effect estimates from the full model are presented in
Table 1. When controlling for the other fixed effects as well as
participant- and job-level2 variability, effort was still a significant
positive predictor of moral evaluations, b = .09, 95% CI [.05, .12],
p , .001. Although there was a significant main effect of PWE,
b = .15, 95% CI [.04, .26], p = .007, the interaction between PWE
and effort was not significant, b = .02, 95% CI [�.02, .05], p =
.27. This indicates that, although those endorsing a stronger Prot-
estant Work Ethic generally rated jobs as more moral, individual
differences in these beliefs did not moderate the relationship
between effort and moral character judgments—participants

1 As part of a separate research question, half the participants in Study 1
were assigned to answer the question, “How likely do you think it is for
this job to be automated in the near future?” before completing the rest of
the dependent measures. The manipulation did not substantively impact the
results of this study, so we report a model collapsed across conditions in the
main text. Additional analyses that model the effect of the manipulation are
presented in the online supplemental materials. Ultimately, perceptions of
automatability did not moderate the relationship between effort and moral
character, our primary interest.

2 While the inclusion of random intercepts and slopes significantly
improved model fit, the association between effort and moral evaluations
was positive for 44 of the 46 jobs. See the online supplemental materials
for more information about the random effects.
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varying in PWE endorsement did not significantly differ in the
extent to which their effort evaluations predicted moral judgments.

Discussion

Study 1 showed that across a variety of jobs, people who were
seen as doing more effortful work were perceived as more moral,
even when accounting for other relevant job characteristics and
individual differences. This provides initial support for a relation-
ship between effort evaluations and moral judgments, over and
above variables like the perceived societal contributions of the
jobs. By modeling participants and jobs as random effects, we can
be more confident that this effect exists among the populations of
people and professions from which we sampled (Yarkoni, 2022).
Study 1 also shows that the moralization of effort emerges irre-
spective of individual differences in PWE beliefs, indicating this
effect may not be dependent on that set of cultural values.

Study 2a

In Study 2a, we experimentally tested the relationship between
perceived effort and morality using vignettes about two individu-
als doing the same work. We extend prior work on interpersonal
evaluations of workers (e.g., Amos et al., 2019) by examining
whether effort specifically signals moral virtues and, crucially, if it
does so even when the amount of work output is held constant.

Method

Procedure

We aimed to recruit at least 480 total participants (240 per job
condition) to have more than 80% power to detect small (d = .20)
within-subjects effects (two-tailed, a = .05) in each condition.
Ultimately, 486 U.S. adults (256 female, three other; age: M =
38.6, SD = 13.0) were recruited through MTurk.
After consenting, participants were assigned to one of four exper-

imental conditions as part of a 2 (job condition: factory worker or

accounting) 3 2 (first target effort: low or high) mixed-factors
design. A pilot study with a student sample, which only employed
the factory worker condition, found materially identical results (see
online supplemental materials). Here we included the accounting
condition to test generalizability across types of jobs.

Each participant read two vignettes, one of a high-effort target
and one of a low-effort target. The order in which target vignettes
were presented varied by first target condition. If a low-effort
prompt was presented first, participants started the experiment by
reading the following:

Justin/Mark works at (an accounting firm auditing financial disclosure
statements/in a factory making widgets). Justin/Mark is able to (audit
approximately 10 statements per week, around two statements every
day/produce approximately six widgets per hour, one widget around
every 10 minutes). For Justin/Mark, (auditing financial disclosure
statements/making widgets) requires minimal effort—while he works
as quickly as possible, it is easy work.

Participants then evaluated this first target on a series of depend-
ent variables in randomized order. After completing those items,
participants were presented with the description of the second tar-
get, which varied from the first target only in the target’s name
(Justin/Mark) and effort exerted (low/high). The high-effort
prompts were identical to the low-effort prompts besides the last
sentence, which read, “For Mark/Justin, (auditing financial disclo-
sure statements/making widgets) requires a lot of effort - while he
works as quickly as possible, it is hard work.” Participants subse-
quently completed an identical set of dependent variables for the
second target. Targets’ names were counterbalanced across
conditions.

Measures

Participants indicated how well they thought each of 15 traits
described the targets using 7-point scales (1 = Does not describe
Justin/Mark well, 4 = Describes Justin/Mark moderately well, 7 =
Describes Justin/Mark extremely well). The traits were selected to

Table 1
Fixed Effects Predicting Moral Character in Study 1

Predictor Estimate (b) 95% confidence interval SE p

Intercept 4.59 [4.51, 4.68] 0.05 ,.001
Job characteristics
Effort 0.09 [0.05, 0.12] 0.02 ,.001
Contribution 0.19 [0.17, 0.21] 0.01 ,.001
Difficulty 0.03 [0.01, 0.05] 0.01 .007
Respect 0.10 [0.09, 0.12] 0.01 ,.001
Compensation �0.10 [�0.11, �0.08] 0.01 ,.001

Individual differences
Sex �0.14 [�0.25, �0.03] 0.06 .017
Age 0.00 [�0.00, 0.01] 0.00 .12
Social politics �0.05 [�0.10, 0.003] 0.03 .065
Economic politics 0.03 [�0.02, 0.08] 0.03 .26
Subjective SES 0.04 [0.01, 0.08] 0.02 .027
Objective SES 0.01 [�0.03, 0.05] 0.02 .72
PWE 0.15 [0.04, 0.26] 0.06 .007
PWE 3 Effort 0.02 [�0.02, 0.05] 0.02 .27

Note. All fixed effects are mean centered, except for sex. The sex variable was dummy coded (0 = Male, 1 =
Female).
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capture evaluations of competence (“Competent,” “Talented,”
“Logical,” “Organized,” and “Intelligent”), warmth (“Warm,”
“Agreeable,” “Sociable,” “Funny,” and “Happy”), and morality
(“Moral,” “Responsible,” “Dedicated,” “Honest,” and “Prin-
cipled”) and were presented in randomized order. The characteris-
tics were selected from previously established items shown to
discriminate between these three dimensions of person perception
(Goodwin, 2015).
Participants then responded to 15 face-valid questions on 7-

point scales, such as, “How much effort do you think Justin/Mark
puts into his work?” (1 = No effort at all, 4 = An average amount
of effort, 7 = A lot of effort), “What quality of (widgets/audits) do
you think Justin/Mark produces?” (1 = Very low quality, 4 = Aver-
age quality, 7 = Very high quality), “Compared with other jobs,
how difficult is Justin/Mark’s job?” (1 = Not at all difficult, 4 =
Moderately difficult, 7 = Extremely difficult), and “How much do
you think Justin/Mark suffers?” (1 = Does not suffer at all, 4 =
Suffers an average amount, 7 = Suffers a lot). The remaining items
tapped into additional dimensions of person perception not cap-
tured in the trait evaluations (e.g., trustworthiness). Additionally,
one item assessed how much participants believed each target
deserved to be paid per hour.3 After completing all dependent
measures, participants completed the PWE scale (Mirels & Gar-
rett, 1971) and demographic measures. The wordings for all the
items used in our studies are available in the materials section on
our OSF page (https://osf.io/zwqbe/; Celniker et al., 2020).

Results

Within Subjects

Following our preregistration, we excluded participants who did
not rate the high-effort target as exerting more effort than the low-
effort target. This resulted in a final sample of 384 participants
(the results are substantively identical when including all partici-
pants). Indices of competence (Cronbach’s ahigh-effort = .92,
alow-effort = .89), warmth (ahigh-effort = .90, alow-effort = .86), and
morality (ahigh-effort = .92, alow-effort = .91) were used as the de-
pendent measures. Further following our preregistration, we col-
lapsed responses across job conditions4 and entered participants’
evaluations of both targets into paired samples t tests for the pri-
mary analyses (for full descriptives and secondary analyses, see
the online supplemental materials).
Participants rated the high-effort target as putting significantly

more effort into his work (M = 6.1, SD = 1.0) than the low-effort
target (M = 3.3, SD = 1.3), t(383) = 39.69, p , .001, d = 2.03,
95% CI [1.85, 2.20]. As predicted, the high-effort target was seen
as significantly more moral (M = 5.3, SD = 1.1) than the low-effort
target (M = 4.6, SD = 1.0), t(383) = 11.71, p , .001, d = .60, 95%
CI [.49, .71]. In contrast, the high-effort target (M = 4.3, SD = 1.0)
was seen as significantly less warm than the low-effort target (M =
4.5, SD = 1.0), t(383) = �3.49, p, .001, d = �.18, 95% CI [�.28,
�.08]. There were no significant differences in perceived compe-
tence between the high-effort (M = 4.9, SD = 1.2) and low-effort
targets (M = 4.9, SD = 1.1), t(383) = �.47, p = .64, d = �.02, 95%
CI [�.12, .08]. Despite being perceived as less warm and generat-
ing the same amount of output—yet tracking with judgments of
moral character—the high-effort target was seen as deserving a
higher hourly wage (M = $1.0, SD = $2.1) than the low-effort

target (M = $.3, SD = $2.1), t(383) = 6.64, p , .001, d = .34, 95%
CI [.24, .44].

Mediation Analysis. In exploratory analyses conducted using
the jAMM package in jamovi, we examined whether perceived
morality mediated the effect of perceived effort on pay deserving-
ness. Difference scores were created for this analysis by subtract-
ing the low-effort target rating from the high-effort target ratings
for each variable. The difference scores for effort perceptions were
entered as the independent variable, the difference scores for
moral character were entered as the mediator, and the difference
scores for perceived pay deservingness were entered as the de-
pendent variable. Despite the correlational nature of these within-
subjects analyses, our experimental design provides controlled
conditions in which we can yield evidence consistent with a causal
effect of differences in perceived effort on differences in perceived
moral character and pay deservingness (Judd et al., 2012). Addi-
tionally, to control for potential alternative mechanisms, a model
including differences in perceived work quality, job difficulty, and
suffering as parallel mediators was also constructed. For these and
all other mediation models reported in this paper, confidence inter-
vals were calculated using 1,000 bootstrap replications.

Critically, the indirect effect of perceived effort on pay deserv-
ingness through moral character judgment was significant. This
was true when moral character was entered as the only mediator,
b = .22, 95% CI [.11, .32], p , .001, and when controlling for
other potential mechanisms, b = .13, 95% CI [.04, .21], p = .003
(presented in Figure 1). In the latter model, there were significant
indirect paths through perceived work quality, b = .11, 95% CI
[.04, .18], p = .004, and job difficulty, b = .07, 95% CI [.02, .12],
p = .009, but not through suffering, b = �.01, 95% CI [�.04, .02],
p = .46. While conceptually replicating the finding that effort is
used as a heuristic of quality and value (Kruger et al., 2004), we
documented a separate predictor—moral character judgment—
through which effort cues influenced the perceived value of human
labor.

Moderation Analyses. Using the medmod package in jamovi,
we explored whether participants’ PWE scores moderated the
effects of effort on moral character, effort on pay deservingness,
and moral character on pay deservingness. As in our mediation
analysis, we used difference score variables and conducted these
analyses collapsed across job conditions (though see the online
supplemental materials for some differences in results across job
conditions). For these and all other moderation models reported in
this paper, standard errors were calculated using 1,000 bootstrap
replications. The key interaction terms between PWE and the pre-
dictor variables were not significant in any of these analyses: PWE
scores did not moderate the effects of effort predicting moral char-
acter, b = .09, 95% CI [�.11, .31], p = .44, effort predicting pay
deservingness, b = �.27, 95% CI [�.63, .18], p = .18, or moral

3 For the deserved pay measure in Study 2a, participants responded on a
sliding scale ranging from $6-$18 anchored at the scale midpoint of $12 the
factory condition, whereas in the accounting condition the range of pay
($16–$28) and scale anchor ($22) differed but spanned the same range. The
deserved pay variable collapsed across conditions was analyzed on a scale
of�$6 to $6.

4 Repeated measures ANOVAs indicated that there were no significant
interactions with job condition for the main dependent measures (ps =
.15–.84), so we report t test analyses for ease of effect size interpretation.
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character predicting pay deservingness, b = �.15, 95% CI [�.45,
.41], p = .50.

Between Subjects

Although we designed this study to test within-subjects differ-
ences, our experimental design also allowed for between-subjects
analyses. Specifically, participants were randomly assigned to
evaluate either the high- or low-effort target first, and these first-
target judgments were entered into Welch’s independent samples t
tests to examine condition differences (Delacre et al., 2017).
The results of these secondary analyses converged with the

within-subjects results. Participants rated the high-effort target as
putting more effort into their work (M = 6.1, SD = 1.1) than the
low-effort target (M = 5.3, SD = 1.1), t(366.46) = 20.71, p , .001,
d = 2.13, 95% CI [1.84, 2.42], and most importantly, the high-
effort target was seen as significantly more moral (M = 5.3, SD =
1.1) than the low-effort target (M = 4.7, SD = 1.0), t(381.71) =
5.54, p , .001, d = .56, 95% CI [.36, .77]. The high-effort target
was also seen as deserving greater pay (M = $1.2, SD = $2.1) than
the low-effort target (M = $.3, SD = $2.1), t(376.15) = 4.35, p ,
.001, d = .45, 95% CI [.24, .65].
Additionally, between-subjects mediation and moderation

analyses yielded results that mirrored those of the within-
subjects analyses. The effect of condition on perceptions of
moral character was significantly mediated by perceptions of
effort, and the effect of condition on perceptions of pay deserv-
ingness was significantly mediated by perceptions of moral char-
acter, with and without controlling for perceived work quality,
work difficulty, and suffering. However, it is important to note
that power analyses for indirect effects (Schoemann et al., 2017)
indicated that these mediational analyses were underpowered.
The moderation analyses yielded nonsignificant results with one
exception: there was a significant interaction between first-target
moral characters judgments and PWE sores in predicting first-
target pay deservingness, b = .26, 95% CI [.04, .49], p = .026.
The relationship between moral character and pay deservingness
was stronger for those with stronger PWE beliefs. Nevertheless,
the association between moral character judgment and pay
deservingness was significant across levels of participants’ PWE
endorsement. Please see the online supplemental materials for

more details regarding these analyses and the full set of between-
subjects results.

In sum, manipulating the effort exerted by the first target caused
differences in the moral character and wage deservingness judg-
ments of that target. High-effort workers were perceived as more
moral and deserving of more money than low-effort workers.
These secondary, between-subjects results largely aligned with
those of the primary, within-subjects analyses.

Studies 2b and 2c

In Study 2a, U.S. participants moralized effort independent of
their PWE endorsement, further calling into question the cultural
basis of effort moralization. In Studies 2b and 2c, we employed
the same experimental paradigm in two additional coun-
tries––South Korea (2b) and France (2c)—to more rigorously test
the generalizability of effort moralization using the triangulation
approach.

The triangulation approach involves researchers first examining
a phenomenon in two cultures that differ on one theoretically im-
portant dimension before examining the same phenomenon in a
third culture that differs from either of the first two on a separate
theoretical attribute (Norenzayan & Heine, 2005). Through this
process, one can gather convergent evidence about the universality
of a psychological phenomenon. In this case, the United States and
South Korea are considered Western and Eastern cultures, respec-
tively, whereas the United States and France are both considered
Western. At the same time, whereas American and South Korean
citizens work longer hours than most countries in the Organization
for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), the French
are far below OECD averages in the number of hours worked per
year (OECD, 2019) and embrace less stringent and moralized
work ethic norms than Americans (Lamont, 2000).

Method

We aimed to recruit economically representative samples
(approximately 100 participants from each of five income brackets)
of at least 500 South Korean and French residents, respectively, to
have over 90% power to detect small (d = .15) within-subjects
effects (two-tailed, a = .05) in each study. We ultimately recruited

Figure 1
Mediation Model for Study 2a Showing the Effect of Differences in Perceived
Effort on Differences in the Deserved Pay of the Targets, as Mediated by
Differences in Perceived Moral Character

Note. The presented path estimates control for differences in perceived work quality, work
difficulty, and suffering. Unstandardized coefficients are displayed. On the center path, the
coefficient outside the parentheses is the total effect, and the coefficient inside the parenthe-
ses is the direct effect. Asterisks indicate significant paths (*** p , .001).
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532 South Korean participants via Dataspring, a Korean survey
company (Study 2b), and 521 French participants via Qualtrics Pan-
els (Study 2c). Participant demographics are presented in the online
supplemental materials.
The procedures were identical to Study 2a, with four exceptions.

First, since the pattern of results was identical across the two occu-
pations in Study 2a, we only used the vignette involving account-
ants in Studies 2b and 2c. Second, all study instruments were
translated from English to Korean and French using a standard
back-translation method (Brislin, 1970), and the target names
were changed to common Korean names (Kyoungsoo and Junho)
in Study 2b and common French names (Michel and Nicolas) in
Study 2c. Translated materials are available in the online
supplemental materials. Third, participants in Study 2c responded
to a truncated set of exploratory dependent measures (e.g., trust-
worthiness). Fourth, after responding to the key questions for
Studies 2b and 2c, participants answered several other questions.
These were preregistered as exploratory for a separate project not
relevant to this article and are thus not mentioned further.

Results

Within Subjects

Following our preregistration, participants who completed the
survey in less than three minutes, rated the low-effort target as
exerting equal or greater effort than the high-effort target, or failed
an attention check (“To ensure that the survey is working properly,
please choose ‘7: strongly agree'”) were excluded from analyses.5

This resulted in final samples of 322 participants in Study 2b
(South Koreans) and 350 participants in Study 2c (French). As in
Study 2a (Americans), the results of Studies 2b and 2c are substan-
tively identical when including all participants. The composite
measures of morality, warmth, and competence were sufficiently
reliable in these samples (Study 2b Cronbach’s as = .81–.93;
Study 2c Cronbach’s as = .89–.92).
Study 2b: South Korean Sample. The high-effort target was

perceived as putting in more effort (M = 5.9, SD = .9) than the
low-effort target (M = 3.9, SD = 1.1), t(321) = 33.01, p , .001,
d = 1.84, 95% CI [1.66, 2.02]. Crucially, the high-effort target was
again perceived as more moral (M = 4.7, SD = 1.1) than the low-
effort target (M = 4.0, SD = 1.1), t(321) = 12.75, p, .001, d = .71,
95% CI [.59, .83]. Unlike in the American sample, the high-effort
target was not seen as significantly less warm (M = 3.0, SD = 1.3)
than the low-effort target (M = 3.1, SD = 1.3), t(321) = �1.13, p =
.26, d = �.06, 95% CI [�.17, .05], yet the high-effort target was
perceived as significantly less competent (M = 4.3, SD = 1.3) than
the low-effort target (M = 4.7, SD = 1.2), t(321) = �5.59, p ,
.001, d = �.31, 95% CI [�.42, �.20] (see Figure 2). Also mirror-
ing Study 2a, the high-effort target was seen as deserving higher
pay (in KRW:M = 26,074.1, SD = 3,945.4) than the low-effort tar-
get (in KRW: M = 24,927.5, SD = 4,442.9), t(319) = 5.47, p ,
.001, d = .31, 95% CI [.19, .42].6

Study 2c: French Sample. The high-effort target (M = 6.0,
SD = 1.0) was again rated as putting in more effort than the low-
effort target (M = 3.4, SD = 1.3), t(349) = 34.17, p , .001, d =
1.83, 95% CI [1.66, 2.00]. As predicted, and replicating the results
of the previous studies, the high-effort target was perceived as

more moral (M = 5.1, SD = 1.2) than the low-effort target (M =
4.7, SD = 1.3), t(349) = 7.18, p , .001, d = .38, 95% CI [.28, .49].
Unlike in the U.S. or South Korea, the French sample rated the
high-effort target as both significantly less warm (M = 3.6, SD =
1.2) than the low-effort target (M = 3.9, SD = 1.3), t(349) = �5.85,
p , .001, d = �.31, 95% CI [�.42, �.21], and as significantly less
competent (M = 4.9, SD = 1.2) than the low-effort target (M = 5.3,
SD = 1.2), t(349) = �5.33, p , .001, d = �.29, 95% CI [�.39,
�.18] (see Figure 2). Nevertheless, despite being seen as less
warm and competent, the high-effort target was still seen as
deserving higher pay (M = e23.5, SD = e2.7) than the low-effort
target (M = e23.00, SD = e2.9), t(349) = 4.70, p , .001, d = .25,
95% CI [.15, .36].

Within-Subjects Mediation Analyses. We conducted identi-
cal mediation analyses to the ones specified in Study 2a to exam-
ine whether perceived morality mediated the effect of effort on
pay deservingness in each sample. In models without control vari-
ables, the indirect effect through moral character was significant in
both Study 2b, b = 418.41, 95% CI [189.80, 653.75], p , .001,
and Study 2c, b = .08, 95% CI [.06, .16], p = .04. In models con-
trolling for work quality, job difficulty, and suffering, the indirect
effect through moral character was significant in Study 2b, b =
227.66, 95% CI [54.30, 399.22], p = .01, but not in Study 2c, b =
.04, 95% CI [�.01, .08], p = .13. For Study 2c, the path from effort
to moral character held when controlling for the same covariates,
b = .15, 95% CI [.06, .25], p = .002, yet the path from moral char-
acter to pay deservingness was only marginally significant, b =
.24, 95% CI [.00, .49], p = .056. However, post hoc power analy-
ses for indirect effects (Schoemann et al., 2017) indicated that we
were underpowered to detect the indirect effect through moral
character when including the control variables in Study 2c.7 The
full model statistics are presented in the online supplemental
materials.

Within-Subjects Moderation Analyses. As in Study 2a, we
explored whether participants’ PWE scores moderated the
effects of effort on moral character, effort on pay deserving-
ness, and moral character on pay deservingness. We conducted
these analyses separately for each sample, and we used the
same difference score variables that were calculated for our
mediation analyses. In sum, PWE beliefs did not moderate any
of these three effects in either Study 2b or 2c (ps = .19–.95; full
statistics are presented in the online supplemental materials).
As in the United States, individual differences in PWE endorse-
ment did not predict differences in effort moralization in South
Korea or France.

5 Our preregistration for Study 2b indicated that we would conduct a
multilevel model as a secondary analysis to compare the results of Study 2a
and 2b. However, this analysis was poorly conceived in terms of statistical
power and was not conducted.

6 The test of pay deservingness follows directly from Study 2a but,
owing to experimenter oversight, was not preregistered as a key question.

7 Supporting the notion that the mediation analysis in Study 2c was
underpowered when including control variables, identical analyses using
the full sample of 521 participants, rather than just the 350 who passed our
inclusion criteria, resulted in a significant indirect effect, b = 0.04, 95% CI
[0.01, 0.06], p = .004.
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Between Subjects

Secondary between-subjects analyses were also conducted for
Studies 2b and 2c. Like in the U.S. sample, these analyses were
conducted using only the first target description the participants
received, and the results largely converged with those of the
within-subjects analyses. Most critically, the high-effort targets
were deemed more moral than the low-effort targets in both stud-
ies, and the condition differences in moral character judgments
were explained by condition differences in perceived effort (with
and without controlling for perceived work quality, work diffi-
culty, and suffering). Although there was some evidence of moral
character judgments explaining the effect of first-target condition
on perceptions of first-target pay deservingness in both studies,
these results were generally inconclusive due to a lack of statistical
power (Schoemann et al., 2017). Additionally, most of the
between-subjects moderation analyses (four of six for Study 2b,
five of six for Study 2c) yielded nonsignificant results, suggesting
that PWE beliefs had a limited influence on participants’ evalua-
tions. Please see the online supplemental materials for more details
regarding the between-subjects analyses for these studies.

Study 2a–2c Discussion

Studies 2a–2c found that participants perceived high-effort
workers as more moral than low-effort workers. Our effort manip-
ulation consistently increased moral trait ascriptions but not
warmth or competence evaluations, and moral character judgments
influenced subsequent judgments about how much money the tar-
gets deserved. These findings held when controlling for alternative
mechanisms, across individual differences in PWE endorsement,
and in samples from the United States, South Korea, and France.

Together, these studies suggest that effort moralization is a gener-
alizable phenomenon and not reducible to PWE beliefs.

Study 3

Although we attempted to hold the economic productivity of the
targets constant across Studies 2a–2c, participants perceived the
more effortful target as producing work of higher quality. Conse-
quently, participants may have seen the high-effort target as
engaging in more valuable work than the low-effort target. If peo-
ple infer greater morality from greater effort—even when eco-
nomic productivity is held constant—then effort moralization
should occur even when an individual’s labor does not increase
the amount or quality of output produced relative to an effortless
alternative. In other words, individuals should perceive an individ-
ual who chooses to engage in labor as more moral than one who
avoids labor, even when this labor is materially unnecessary and
produces no relative economic value. Study 3 examined this
prediction.

Method

Procedure

We aimed to recruit 800 participants to have at least 80% power
to detect a small (d = .2) between-subjects effect (two-tailed, a =
.05). Ultimately, 801 U.S. adults (377 female, seven other; age:
M = 37.6 years, SD = 12.1) were recruited through MTurk and ran-
domly assigned to one of two experimental conditions.

In each condition, participants were asked to read a short vi-
gnette about Geoff, a medical scribe, and were presented with the
same first three paragraphs of the vignette:

Figure 2
Mean Within-Subjects Ratings of Each Target on the Person–Perception Composite Measures From Studies
2a–2c

Note. Error bands represent standard errors of the mean. Results for the United States (Study 2a) are collapsed across job
conditions. See the online article for the color version of this figure.
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Geoff is a single man who works as a medical scribe. In this role,
Geoff works with doctors by preparing and documenting patient infor-
mation during medical visits. He signed a three-year contract with the
hospital for his position and works 40 hr per week on average. Geoff
is starting the second year of his contract with the hospital.

Owing to recent technological advances, the hospital acquired free
scribe software that will perform all the tasks of a medical scribe with
the same high quality. This software would replace Geoff’s job. The
hospital told Geoff that, because they are able to implement the software
at no cost, they can continue to pay Geoff's salary for the final years of
his contract regardless of how Geoff chooses to spend his time.

The hospital gave Geoff two options: (a) He can opt to retain his job and
continue to do the work without using the automated software, or (b) he
can opt to get paid without coming to work while the automated scribe
software fulfills all the demands of the job. In either scenario, Geoff can-
not work anywhere else due to a noncompete clause in his contract, and
the hospital will not renewGeoff's contract when it expires.

The experimental conditions only differed in the final sentence
of the vignette. In the “Stays on” condition, the vignette read,
“Geoff decided on Option 1, to keep working at the hospital.” The
“Stops working” condition read, “Geoff decided on Option 2, to
not keep working at the hospital.”

Measures

An attention check, asking which option Geoff decided on, was
presented on the page after participants read their assigned vi-
gnette. Approximately 95% of participants (N = 763) passed the
attention check, and only their results were used in the analyses
presented below, as specified in our preregistration. Consequently,
394 participants remained in the “Stays on” condition, and 369
remained in the “Stops working” condition (the results are sub-
stantively identical when those who failed the attention check are
included in the analyses).
Following Studies 2a–2c, participants then completed the same 15

trait items and a similar set of 14 face-valid measures, including items
measuring perceived effort, job difficulty, suffering, and deserved pay
that were nearly identical to those used in Study 2a. Of note, items that
captured perceptions of perceived meaning in life, job enjoyment, and
loyalty read as follows: “How much meaning do you think Geoff has
in his life?” (1 =No meaning at all, 4 =Moderate amount of meaning,
7 = Lots of meaning) “Howmuch do you think Geoff enjoys his job?”
(1 = Does not enjoy it at all, 4 =Moderately enjoys it, 7 = Enjoys it a
lot), and “How loyal do you think Geoff is?” (1 = Not loyal at all, 4 =
Moderately loyal, 7 = Extremely loyal). After finishing these meas-
ures, participants completed the PWE scale, Work Ethos items, and
demographic measures before concluding the survey (please see our
OSF page for the study materials and the online supplemental
materials for the full set of descriptives and results).

Results

Following the previous study and our preregistration, the trait
composites of competence (a = .86), warmth (a = .83), and moral-
ity (a = .91) were used in the primary analyses. To conduct these
analyses, participants’ evaluations were entered into Welch’s inde-
pendent samples t tests (Delacre et al., 2017).
The character in the “Stays on” condition was seen as engaging

in significantly more effort (M = 6.0, SD = 1.1) than the character

in the “Stops working” condition (M = 5.0, SD = 1.3), t(733) =
11.73, p , .001, d = .85, 95% CI [.70, 1.01]. Supporting our
hypotheses, the character who chose to continue working even
though his job could be done with automation was seen as signifi-
cantly more moral (M = 5.9, SD = 1.0) than the character who
stopped working (M = 4.8, SD = 1.1), t(749) = 14.32, p , .001,
d = 1.04, 95% CI [.88, 1.20]. The character who stayed on was
also seen as significantly warmer (M = 4.9, SD = 1.0) than the
character who stopped working (M = 4.6, SD = 1.0), t(758) = 4.28,
p , .001, d = .31, 95% CI [.17, .45], yet the target who stayed on
was deemed significantly less competent (M = 4.4, SD = 1.0) than
the target who stopped working (M = 4.8, SD = .8), t(759) =
�5.92, p, .001, d = �.43, 95% CI [�.57, �.28].

Mediation Analysis

Using the jAMM package in jamovi, we explored whether the
effect of our manipulation on moral character judgments was
mediated by perceived effort. The condition variable was dummy
coded (0 = “Stops working,” 1 = “Stays on”). The indirect effect
through effort was significant, b = .53, 95% CI [.42, .65], p ,
.001, indicating that evaluations of effort were a driver of partici-
pants’ moral judgments of an individual engaging in economically
unnecessary effort. This indirect effect remained significant when
controlling for potential alternative mechanisms (perceived job
difficulty, suffering, meaning in life, job enjoyment, and loyalty8),
b = .26, 95% CI [.17, .35], p , .001. Full model statistics are pre-
sented in the online supplemental materials.

Moderation Analyses

Using the medmod package in jamovi, we tested whether partici-
pants’ PWE or Work Ethos scores moderated the effect of perceived
effort on moral evaluations. As in our prior studies, the interaction
between effort and PWE scores, b = .01, 95% CI [�.09, .11], p = .88,
and between effort and Work Ethos scores, b = �.03, 95% CI [�.09,
.03], p = .40, were not significant, suggesting that individuals with
varying work ethic beliefs moralized effort equivalently.

Discussion

Even when holding economic productivity constant, an individ-
ual conducting economically unnecessary labor was deemed more
moral than an individual abstaining from such labor, and percep-
tions of effort partially drove this effect. As in our previous stud-
ies, this effect was not moderated by individual differences in
PWE endorsement. These results further demonstrate the moral
value placed on effort in the domain of work.

Study 4

We have posited that displays of effort, like other costly dis-
plays, signal a specific set of qualities and motivations that make
one an attractive cooperation partner (Barclay, 2013; Gintis et al.,
2001). Supporting this theoretical account, we have found that

8 Loyalty is typically thought of as a moral trait (e.g., Goodwin, 2015)
and can be considered an outcome of effort moralization rather than a
competing explanation. Nevertheless, controlling for loyalty in this
analysis indicates that effort cues engendered a range of moral trait
evaluations above and beyond perceptions of loyalty.
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effort cues reliably engender moral character evaluations. Prior
research has found that moral character judgments drive partner
choice decision-making (Everett et al., 2016), and we hypothe-
sized that effort-induced moral character judgments should also
serve that function.
Indeed, if effort moralization is a pervasive social heuristic that sub-

serves cooperative partner choice, then this process should occur even
when potential partners are evaluated in domains of behavior where
increased effort cannot directly increase economic productivity or pro-
social outcomes, such as running for personal fitness. Although the
domains differ considerably, someone who engages in more effort for
their physical fitness may be signaling traits that indicate they would
work similarly hard as a social or cooperation partner. In Study 4, we
experimentally tested this prediction by examining whether the moral-
ization of effort—in a context where effort provides no direct eco-
nomic utility—helps explain cooperative partner choice.

Method

Procedure

The results of a pilot study and power analyses for indirect
effects (Schoemann et al., 2017) indicated we would need at least
728 participants to have 90% power (a = .05) to detect the hypothe-
sized indirect effect. Ultimately, because we expected to exclude
several participants (exclusion criteria were preregistered and are
explicated below), 1000 U.S. adults (523 female, 12 other; age:
M = 31.2, SD = 10.9) were recruited through Prolific Academic.
After consenting, each participant was presented with prompts

about a high-effort and a low-effort runner in randomized order.
Participants were presented with both target prompts before com-
pleting any dependent measures (target names were counterbal-
anced across participants). The prompts described two characters,
each of whom runs five kilometers in 30 minutes twice a week;
thus, both the duration and distance of the runs were constant
across vignettes. The only difference between the two characters
was described in the last sentence of each prompt, which read “For
Justin (Mark), running a 5k is not very hard work (very hard
work)—although the run is moderately difficult and he maintains a
consistent pace, it takes minimal effort for him (takes a great deal
of effort for him).” After reading both prompts, participants
responded to dependent measures about each target.
Next, to test which target would be preferred as a cooperative

partner, we followed Everett et al. (2016) in asking participants to
select a partner for a trust game (TG). Participants first read a
description of a TG and were given three comprehension check
questions at the end of the description (these materials are avail-
able on our OSF page). Participants had three attempts to correctly
answer these comprehension questions, after which all participants
(including those who failed to correctly answer the questions)
advanced to the next set of dependent measures.
On the subsequent page, participants completed a hypothetical

partner choice measure, which read:

Imagine that you were playing this game as Person A. You have $1.00
and Person B has $1.00. Any money you send will be doubled and
delivered to Person B. They will then decide how much money they
would like to send back to you. If you had a choice and could select
one of the other people from earlier in this study (Justin or Mark),

which one would you rather have in this game with you? Would you
rather play with Justin or Mark?

The dichotomous response options read “Rather play with Justin
(runs 5ks in 30 minutes with minimal effort)” and “Rather play
with Mark (runs 5ks in 30 minutes with a great deal of effort),”
with target names and descriptions matching the stimuli presented
to each participant. We hypothesized that significantly more than
50% of participants would select the high-effort target to be their
TG partner.

Measures

We used the same 15 trait items to measure morality, warmth,
and competence, and a similar set of face-valid measures to those
used in our previous studies were also deployed (e.g., effort, diffi-
culty, suffering; see our OSF page for the full materials and the
online supplemental materials for all descriptives and results).
New items that captured perceptions of perceived health, self-con-
fidence, importance of running, and commitment to running read
as follows: “How healthy do you think Justin/Mark is?” (1 = Not
healthy at all, 4 = Moderately healthy, 7 = Extremely healthy),
“How self-confident do you think Justin/Mark is??” (1 = Not self-
confident at all, 4 = Moderately self-confident, 7 = Extremely self-
confident) “How committed is Justin/Mark to running?” (1 = Not
at all committed, 4 = Moderately committed, 7 = Extremely com-
mitted), “How important is running to Justin/Mark?” (1 = Not im-
portant at all, 4 = Moderately important, 7 = Extremely
important). After the person perception measures and the partner
choice item, participants indicated on slider scales how much
money they would send to each target (from $0 to $1) and how
much money they would expect to receive back from each target
(from $0 to $3) if they played the TG with each of them.
Responses to these items were examined as part of secondary anal-
yses relating to the partner choice task. Finally, participants com-
pleted the PWE scale and demographic questions before
concluding the study.

Results

Following our preregistration, we excluded participants who
completed the study in less than 3 minutes, rated the low-effort tar-
get as exerting equal or greater effort than the high-effort target,
and/or failed the comprehension questions. This resulted in a final
sample of 689 participants (the results are substantively similar
with the full sample included in the analyses). Following our prior
studies, indices of competence (Cronbach’s ahigh-effort = .84,
alow-effort = .81), warmth (ahigh-effort = .91, alow-effort = .91), and
morality (ahigh-effort = .83, alow-effort = .81) were used in the pri-
mary analyses. For the person perception measures, participants’
evaluations of both targets were entered into paired samples
t tests.9 Participants in the final sample rated the high-effort target
as putting significantly more effort into running (M = 6.5, SD = .7)

9We preregistered one-tailed tests for the effort and morality variables
because we had directional predictions. We present the results of two-tailed
tests in the main text to maintain interpretative consistency across analyses
and studies. The interpretation of the results does not change when using
one- or two-tailed tests.
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than the low-effort target (M = 3.6, SD = 1.2), t(688) = 57.99, p ,
.001, d = 2.21, 95% CI [2.07, 2.35].
As predicted, and conceptually replicating our previous studies,

participants rated the high-effort runner as significantly more
moral (M = 5.0, SD = 1.0) than the low-effort runner (M = 4.6,
SD = 1.0), t(688) = 13.41, p , .001, d = .51, 95% CI [.43, .59]. In
contrast, the high-effort target was rated as significantly less com-
petent (M = 4.5, SD = 1.0) than the low-effort runner (M = 4.7,
SD = 1.0), t(688) = �7.19, p , .001, d = �.27, 95% CI [�.35,
�.20]. There were no significant differences between the high-
effort (M = 4.0, SD = 1.1) and low-effort (M = 4.1, SD = 1.1) run-
ners on perceived warmth, t(688) = �.90, p = .37, d = �.03, 95%
CI [�.11, .04]. Notably, while the high-effort target was seen as
less healthy (M = 4.8, SD = 1.1) than the low-effort target (M =
5.9, SD = .9), t(688) = �23.80, p , .001, d = �.91, 95% CI
[�1.00, �.82], the high-effort target was seen as being more com-
mitted to running (M = 5.9, SD = 1.0) than the low-effort runner
(M = 5.2, SD = 1.2), t(688) = 13.60, p , .001, d = .52, 95% CI
[.44, .60].
The partner choice measure was analyzed using a binomial pro-

portion test, with the test value set at .50. According with our part-
ner choice account of effort moralization, 569 of 689 participants
(83%) selected the high-effort target as their hypothetical TG part-
ner, p , .001, 95% CI [.80, .85]. In secondary analyses using the
slider scale items, we also found that participants reported they
would send significantly more money to the high-effort target
(M = $.7, SD = $.3) than the low-effort target (M = $.6, SD = $.3),
t(688) = 14.26, p , .001, d = .54, 95% CI [.46, .62], and expected
to receive more money from the high-effort target (M = $1.1, SD =
$.6) than from the low-effort target (M = $.8, SD = $.2), t(687) =
15.94, p , .001, d = .57, 95% CI [.49, .65]. In sum, participants
indicated a strong preference for the high-effort target as their TG
partner, despite the targets expending effort in an arena completely
unrelated to the TG task.

Mediation Analysis

Similar to our previous studies, we tested whether moral charac-
ter perceptions helped explain participants’ partner choice deci-
sions. Difference scores were calculated for the effort and morality
variables, and a dummy-coded partner choice variable (0 = low-
effort, 1 = high-effort) was entered as the outcome measure. The
indirect effect through moral character judgment was significant,
b = .01, 95% CI [.00, .02], p , .001, indicating that differences in
moral character judgment were a driver of participants’ partner
choice decisions. This indirect effect through moral character
judgment remained significant when controlling differences
between the runners in perceived self-confidence, health, run diffi-
culty, and suffering,10 b = .01, 95% CI [.00, .02], p , .001, illus-
trated in Figure 3. An unplanned sensitivity analysis using
binomial logistic regression to estimate the “b” path from moral
character to partner choice found convergent results (please see
the online supplemental materials for full model statistics).
We also conducted an exploratory serial mediation analysis

with perceived effort as the predictor, perceived goal commitment
(to running) as the first mediator, moral character as the second
mediator, and partner choice as the outcome. We found support
for this serial indirect effect in models with and without the control
variables (model statistics are presented in the online supplemental

materials). This finding conceptually replicates and extends moti-
vation attribution accounts of effort moralization, which have
found that effort amplifies moral judgments by increasing one’s
perceived commitment to explicitly prosocial or antisocial actions
(e.g., returning or stealing a wallet; Bigman & Tamir, 2016). Here,
we found that perceived commitment to a personal task—running
—increased perceptions of one’s moral character, which subse-
quently influenced partner choice judgments.

Moderation Analyses

Linear and binomial logistic regression analyses were con-
ducted to assess whether PWE scores moderated the effects of
effort on moral character judgments, effort on partner choice, and
moral character on partner choice. Once again, none of the key
interaction terms between the predictor variables and PWE scores
were significant (ps = .13–.69), indicating that individual differen-
ces in PWE beliefs did not explain meaningful variation in the
judgments underlying participants’ partner choice decisions (see
the online supplemental materials for statistics).

Discussion

Although the two targets engaged in otherwise identical behav-
ior, a more effortful runner was perceived to be more moral and
was preferred for an unrelated, trust-based task. These findings
held when controlling for other relevant evaluations and did not
vary by individuals’ PWE endorsement. The more effortful target
was preferred because their greater efforts signaled moral traits
that indicate general cooperative intentions. This suggests that
effort moralization may be a pervasive social heuristic that can
help explain interpersonal judgments and decision-making across
domains of behavior.

Study 5

Partner choice decisions often occur informally and can involve
degrees of commitment to multiple partners. For instance, online
fundraising platforms provide people the opportunity to assist
countless others by donating to their charitable causes. How do
people decide which advocates are worthy of their monetary sup-
port? Research on the “martyrdom effect” (Olivola & Shafir,
2013) finds that individuals donate more when they have exerted
economically unnecessary effort for a cause, such as running a
race for charity. Extending this work into the interpersonal domain
and paralleling the partner choice paradigm of the previous study,
we tested whether people donate more to a target who runs a lon-
ger race due to perceiving this effort as a signal of moral
character.

Method

Procedure

We aimed to recruit 400 participants to have at least 80% power
to detect a small (d = .13) within-subjects effect (one-tailed, a =

10 Analyses controlling for perceived self-confidence, health, and
difficulty were preregistered; we included perceived suffering as a control
variable post-hoc to maintain analytic consistency throughout our studies.
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.05).11 Ultimately, 405 U.S. adults (211 female, one other; age:
M = 37.1, SD = 11.7) were recruited through MTurk.
After consenting, participants were asked to read about and allo-

cate $99 between two fundraisers. To involve real rather than hy-
pothetical stakes for the participants’ decisions, we explicitly
stated that we would randomly select the allocations made by one
participant and donate that money to the two fundraisers
accordingly.
Participants were presented with the two fundraising pages,

ostensibly organized by separate individuals on GoFundMe.com.
One page described Mark’s fundraiser for the Against Malaria
Foundation, and the other page described Justin’s fundraiser for
the Deworm the World Initiative. Participants were assigned to
one of two experimental conditions. In one condition, Mark ran a
marathon (approximately 26-mile) race for his Against Malaria
Foundation fundraiser while Justin ran a 5k (approximately 3-
mile) race for his Deworm the World Initiative fundraiser; in the
other condition, Mark ran a 5k while Justin ran a marathon. The
order in which each fundraiser was presented to participants was
counterbalanced across conditions, and participants were required
to stay on each page for at least 20 seconds before proceeding.
After being presented with both stimuli, participants allocated

the $99 between the two fundraisers. Next, participants were again
presented with the GoFundMe page images for Mark or Justin and
asked to fill out a series of measures about each character. The
images and corresponding items for each character were presented
on separate pages and in counterbalanced order.

Measures

As in our prior studies, 15 trait items measured competence,
warmth, and moral evaluations, along with a similar set of face-
valid measures (the full materials are available on our OSF page).
Notably, new items for perceived athleticism, charity importance,
and charity popularity read as follows: “How athletic do you think
Mark/Justin is?” (1 = Not athletic at all, 4 = Moderately athletic,
7 = Extremely athletic), “How important do you think the charity
is that Mark/Justin is raising money for?” (1 = Not important at
all, 4 = Moderately important, 7 = Extremely important), and
“How popular do you think the charity is that Mark/Justin is rais-
ing money for?” (1 = Not popular at all, 4 = Moderately popular,

7 = Extremely popular). Lastly, participants completed the PWE
Scale, Work Ethos scale, and demographic questions.

Results

Following our preregistration, we excluded participants who
rated the target running the 5k as exerting more effort than the tar-
get running the marathon, resulting in a final sample of 360 partici-
pants (the results are substantively similar with all participants
included in the analyses). As in the previous studies, indices of
competence (a26miles = .90, a3miles = .91), warmth (a26miles = .84,
a3miles = .83), and morality (a26miles = .92, a3miles = .92) were used
in the subsequent analyses. Participants’ evaluations of both tar-
gets were entered into paired samples t-tests for these analyses.
Participants rated the target who ran a marathon as putting signifi-
cantly more effort into fundraising (M = 6.2, SD = 115) than the
target who ran a 5k (M = 5.1, SD = 1.3), t(359) = 17.32 p , .001,
d = .91, 95% CI [.79, 1.04].

As predicted, participants donated more to the marathon fund-
raiser (M = $55.4, SD = $17.5) than to the 5k fundraiser (M =
$43.6, SD = $17.5), t(359) = 6.43, p , .001, d = .34 95% CI [.23,
.45]. Also as predicted, the marathon runner was seen as signifi-
cantly more moral (M = 5.9, SD = 1.0) than the 5k runner (M =
5.7, SD = 1.1), t(359) = 6.89, p , .001, d = .36, 95% CI [.26, .47].
Unlike our previous studies, here the higher-effort, marathon run-
ner was considered more competent (M = 5.5, SD = 1.0) than the
lower-effort 5k runner (M = 5.3, SD = 1.1), t(359) = 4.20, p ,
.001, d = .22, 95% CI [.12, .33]. There were no significant differ-
ences between the marathon runner (M = 5.1, SD = 1.0) and the 5k
runner (M = 5.1, SD = 1.0) on perceived warmth, t(359) = .39, p =
.35, d = .02, 95% CI [�.08, .12].

Mediation Analysis

We tested whether moral character perceptions explained the
relationship between perceived effort and charitable giving using
the jAMM package in jamovi. Difference scores were calculated

Figure 3
Mediation Model for Study 4 Showing the Effect of Differences in Perceived
Effort on Partner Choice, as Mediated by Differences in Moral Character

Note. The presented path estimates control for differences in perceived self-confidence,
health, run difficulty, and suffering. Unstandardized coefficients are displayed. On the center
path, the coefficient outside the parentheses is the total effect, and the coefficient inside the
parentheses is the direct effect. Asterisks indicate significant paths (*** p , .001).

11 As in Study 4, we present the results of two-tailed tests despite
preregistering one-tailed analyses for the effort, morality, and donation
variables. The interpretation of the results does not differ when using one-
or two-tailed tests.
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for the effort, morality, and donation variables and entered into the
model. Importantly, the indirect effect through moral character
judgment was significant, b = 1.70, 95% CI [.33, 2.84], p = .008.
Differences in moral character evaluations partially explained the
effect of differences in effort perceptions on participants’ donation
allocations, even when controlling for differences in perceived ath-
leticism, meaning in life, enjoyment of running, suffering, charity
importance, and charity popularity, b = 1.17, 95% CI [.06, 2.17],
p = .03, illustrated in Figure 4 (additional model statistics are pre-
sented in the online supplemental materials).

Moderation Analyses

Analyses were also conducted to assess whether PWE or Work
Ethos scores moderated the effects of effort on moral character
judgments, effort on donations, and moral character on donations.
Overall, none of the key interaction terms between the predictor
variables and the work ethic individual difference variables were
significant (ps = .26–.95), indicating no significant moderation
effects (see the online supplemental materials for statistics). Indi-
vidual differences in PWE and Work Ethos beliefs did not explain
meaningful variation in the moral and monetary value participants
ascribed to the runners’ efforts.

Discussion

We found that fundraisers who engaged in more economically
unnecessary effort received more charitable donations, in part
because they were perceived as having greater moral character.
These findings extend work on the martyrdom effect to the inter-
personal realm and document a novel mediator to explain the
effect (Olivola & Shafir, 2013). Specifically, participants contrib-
uted more to targets who invested more effort in part because
those targets were perceived as more moral. Moreover, this finding
was robust to alternative explanations, such as perceptions of suf-
fering (Schaumberg & Mullen, 2017). In conjunction with our pre-
vious findings, these results suggest that effort moralization may
underlie a broader range of interpersonal judgments and behaviors
than previously theorized.12

Study 6

We have shown that perceived effort affects moral judgment in
conditions where effort can directly influence economic outcomes
(Studies 1–2c) and in situations where effort cannot directly alter
economic outcomes (Studies 3–5). However, important limitations
in some of our previous studies remain. First, in Studies 2a–2c, we
did not control for perceptions of work value. It is possible that the
moral judgment effects observed in those studies could be
explained by perceived differences in the value produced by each
target. Second, the composite measure of moral character we used
throughout our studies combined items that can be separated into
two separate types of moral traits: core goodness traits (or uncon-
ditionally moral traits, e.g., “Honesty”), and value commitment
traits (or conditionally moral traits, e.g., “Dedicated”; Piazza et al.,
2014). Consequently, it is not clear whether effort cues are broad
signals of moral character, engendering both core goodness and
value commitment judgments, or if effort cues are more precise
signals of either core goodness or value commitment.

Prior research has demonstrated that effort cues signal one’s
commitment to moral actions, amplifying the perceived goodness
of prosocial behavior and the badness of antisocial behavior (Big-
man & Tamir, 2016). This is consistent with effort being a narrow
signal of value commitment traits, characteristics that enable one
to follow through on their moral or immoral intentions. However,
we hypothesized that effort may also serve as a signal of one’s co-
operative intent. Thus, rather than being a narrow cue of value
commitment specifically, we argue that people heuristically evalu-
ate effort cues as broad signals of one’s capacity to enact one’s
intentions (i.e., value commitment traits) and one's cooperative
intent (i.e., core goodness traits), a process that facilitates efficient
partner choice decision-making. In Study 6, we adapted the mate-
rials from Study 2a and incorporated the partner choice task from
Study 4 to test the broad and narrow accounts of effort
moralization.

Method

Procedure

The results of a pilot study and power analyses for indirect
effects (Schoemann et al., 2017) indicated we would need at least
800 participants to have 80% power (a = .05) to detect the
hypothesized indirect effects. Since we expected to exclude sev-
eral participants (exclusion criteria were preregistered and are
detailed below), we aimed to recruit 1000 participants. Ultimately,
1,002 U.S. adults (573 female, 19 other; age:M = 34.9, SD = 12.2)
were recruited through Prolific Academic.

After consenting and completing English comprehension items,
participants were informed that they were to read about Justin and
Mark, two workers who have the same job at the same widget fac-
tory. On the next page, participants read character descriptions
like those presented in Studies 2a-c, one of a low-effort target (Jus-
tin) and one of a high-effort target (Mark). In this study, the
descriptions were presented together in a joint-evaluation format
(Hsee et al., 1999), and the vignette was edited to better control
for the perceived value and quality of each worker’s output. The
vignette read as follows:

Justin and Mark work in the same factory and make the same widgets.
Both Justin and Mark are able to produce approximately six widgets
per hour, one widget around every 10 minutes.

The market value for these widgets is $4.00. Quality control inspec-
tions indicate that 96% of Justin's widgets and 96% of Mark's widgets
work flawlessly, which means they can be sold. Thus, in an average
hour, both Justin and Mark are able to produce $23.04 worth of high-
quality widgets.

For Justin, making widgets requires minimal effort—although he
works as quickly as possible, it is easy work.

For Mark, making widgets requires a lot of effort—although he works
as quickly as possible, it is hard work.

12 Please see the online supplemental materials for a study that
investigated naturalistic donations to fundraisers using data from
GoFundMe.com. Although these data did not include assessments of
morality, we found that fundraiser distance, a proxy for effort, was a
significant predictor of the amount of donations solicitated by the
fundraiser.
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After reading the vignette, participants completed separate sets
of dependent measures for each target in randomized order. Partic-
ipants were then presented with similar trust game (TG) instruc-
tions and dependent measures as those used in Study 4 to assess
cooperative partner choice. We hypothesized that significantly
more than 50% of participants would select the high-effort target
to be their TG partner.

Measures

Drawing from Piazza and colleagues (2014), we adjusted the
trait items used in this study to create composite measures that
distinguished between core goodness traits (i.e., unconditionally
moral) and value commitment traits (i.e., conditionally moral)
for each target. Core goodness was measured with six items:
“Moral,” “Trustworthy,” “Honest,” “Respectful,” “Just,” and
“Cooperative.” Value commitment was measured using seven
items: “Dedicated,” “Responsible,” “Principled,” “Determined,”
“Motivated,” “Disciplined,” and “Self-controlled.” Single items
were used to measure competence (“Competent”) and warmth
(“Warm”), respectively. All trait items were measured using 7-
point scales (1 = Does not describe Justin/Mark well, 4 =
Describes Justin/Mark moderately well, 7 = Describes Justin/
Mark extremely well).
As in our previous studies, face-valid dependent measures were

used to measure the perceived effort, quality of work, difficulty of
work, and deserved pay of each target. In this study, we also
included an item to assess the perceived value of the work gener-
ated by each target, “How valuable do you think Justin’s/Mark’s
work is?” (1 = Not at all valuable, 4 = Moderately valuable, 7 =
Extremely valuable).
Finally, the TG instructions and accompanying dependent

measures were nearly identical to those used in Study 4. Par-
ticipants were asked to choose the target with whom they
would prefer to play the TG (Justin or Mark). Next, they
used slider scales to indicate how much money they would
send to each target (from $0 to $1) and how much money
they would expect to receive back from each target (from $0
to $3) if they played the TG together. Participants then com-
pleted the PWE scale and demographic questions before con-
cluding the study.

Results

Following our preregistration, we excluded participants who
completed the study in less than 3 minutes, rated the low-effort tar-
get as exerting equal or greater effort than the high-effort target,
and/or failed the TG comprehension questions. This resulted in a
final sample of 869 participants (the results are substantively iden-
tical when including all participants). Indices of core goodness
(Cronbach’s ahigh-effort = .94, alow-effort = .95), and value commit-
ment (ahigh-effort = .93, alow-effort = .94) were used as the main de-
pendent measures. Although the core goodness and value
commitment traits were significantly correlated (rhigh-effort = .72,
rlow-effort = .80), confirmatory factor analyses indicated that models
with core goodness and value commitment as separate factors had
significantly better model fit than single-factor models of the moral
character traits (see the online supplemental materials for the full
set of model statistics). Further following our preregistration, we
entered participants’ evaluations of both targets into paired sam-
ples t-tests for the primary analyses.

Participants rated the high-effort target as putting significantly
more effort into his work (M = 6.6, SD = .6) than the low-effort
target (M = 3.0, SD = 1.1), t(868) = 89.26, p , .001, d = 3.03,
95% CI [2.87, 3.18]. Despite indicating to participants that the two
workers had the same job and produced widgets of equal quality
and value, participants rated the high-effort target as having a
more difficult job (M = 5.0, SD = 1.2) than the low-effort target
(M = 2.8, SD = 1.2), t(868) = 32.92, p , .001, d = 1.12, 95% CI
[1.03, 1.20], producing higher quality work (M = 6.2, SD = .9)
than the low-effort target (M = 6.0, SD = 1.1), t(868) = 5.87, p ,
.001, d = .20, 95% CI [.13, .27], and producing more valuable
work (M = 5.6, SD = 1.2) than the low-effort target (M = 5.4, SD =
1.3), t(868) = 5.76, p , .001, d = .20, 95% CI [.13, .26]. These
results conceptually replicate and highlight the power of the effort
heuristic (Kruger et al., 2004): Even when being told that each tar-
gets’ work was of identical economic value, participants perceived
the high-effort target’s work as being more valuable.

In testing our main hypotheses, we found that, as predicted, the
high-effort target was rated significantly higher on core goodness
traits (M = 5.1, SD = 1.1) than the low-effort target (M = 4.8, SD =
1.1), t(868) = 12.49, p , .001, d = .42, 95% CI [.35, .49]. The
high-effort target was also rated significantly higher on the value

Figure 4
Mediation Model for Study 5 Showing the Effect of Differences in Perceived Effort on
Differences in Donation Allocation, asMediated by Differences inMoral Character

Note. The presented path estimates control for differences in perceived athleticism, mean-
ing in life, enjoyment of running, suffering, charity importance, and charity popularity.
Unstandardized coefficients are displayed. On the center path, the coefficient outside the
parentheses is the total effect, and the coefficient inside the parentheses is the direct effect.
Asterisks indicate significant paths (* p , .05. *** p , .001).
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commitment traits (M = 5.8, SD = 1.0) than the low-effort target
(M = 4.9, SD = 1.1), t(868) = 22.31, p , .001, d = .76, 95% CI
[.68, .83]. Thus, effort cues yielded broad moralization of both
core goodness and value commitment traits rather than value com-
mitment traits alone.
At the request of a reviewer, we conducted regression analyses

to test whether differences in perceived effort predicted differen-
ces in perceived moral goodness when controlling for differences
in perceived value commitment. This provided an initial assess-
ment of the degree to which effort cues served as direct or indirect
signals of cooperative intent. In a model with only effort predict-
ing core goodness, there was a significant effect, b = .07, 95% CI
[.03, .12], p , .001. This indicated that, the more effort partici-
pants perceived the high-effort target to exert compared with the
low-effort target, the more they thought the high-effort target
exuded core goodness traits relative to the low-effort target. How-
ever, when including value commitment in the model, the effect of
effort was reduced to nonsignificance, b = .01, 95% CI [�.03,
.04], p = .65, while the effect of value commitment was highly sig-
nificant, b = .45, 95% CI [.42, .49], p, .001. Thus, when account-
ing for differences in value commitment between the two targets,
differences in effort were not predictive of differences in core
goodness, suggesting that effort indirectly signals cooperative
intent.
The high-effort target was also seen as significantly warmer

(M = 4.7, SD = 1.2) than the low-effort target (M = 4.5, SD = 1.2),
t(868) = 5.89, p , .001, d = .20, 95% CI [.13, .27], yet the high-
effort target was seen as significantly less competent (M = 5.3,
SD = 1.4) than the low-effort target (M = 5.9, SD = 1.2), t(868) =
�12.44, p , .001, d = �.42, 95% CI [�.49, �.35]. As in Studies
2a–2c, participants rated the high-effort target as deserving of a
higher wage (M = $13.8, SD = $2.0) than the low-effort target
(M = $13.7, SD = $2.1), although this effect was smaller than
those in our previous studies, t(863) = 3.55, p , .001, d = .12,
95% CI [.05, .19].
The TG partner choice measure was analyzed using a binomial

proportion test, with the test value set at .50. In line with our pre-
dictions, 630 out of 869 participants (73%) selected the high-effort
target as their hypothetical TG partner, p , .001, 95% CI [.69,
.75]. Participants also reported that they would send significantly
more money to the high-effort target (M = $.7, SD = $.3) than to
the low-effort target (M = $.6, SD = $.3), t(867) = 14.10, p, .001,
d = .48, 95% CI [.41, .55], and expected to receive more money
from the high-effort target (M = $1.1, SD = $.6) than from the
low-effort target (M = $.8, SD = $.6), t(866) = 13.01, p , .001,
d = .44, 95% CI [.37, .51]. As in Study 4, participants indicated
that the high-effort target had more cooperative intentions—as
indicated by both the core goodness measure and the measures of
expected TG behavior—which was further evidenced by their
preference for the high-effort target in the cooperation task.

Mediation Analysis

Following our preregistration, we first used the jAMM package
in jamovi to estimate whether perceptions of core goodness and
perceptions of value commitment would mediate the relation
between perceived effort and participants’ decisions in the partner
choice task. Difference scores were calculated for the perceived
effort, core goodness, and value commitment variables, and a

dummy-coded partner choice variable (0 = low-effort, 1 = high-
effort) was entered as the outcome measure. Core goodness and
value commitment were entered as separate mediators in this
model.

The indirect effect through core goodness was significant, b =
.004, 95% CI [.00, .01], p = .043, as was the indirect effect through
value commitment, b = .011, 95% CI [.00, .02], p = .002. In other
words, differences in perceived effort engendered higher core
goodness and value commitment judgments of the high-effort tar-
get, and these moral judgments increased the likelihood of partici-
pants selecting the high-effort target in the partner choice task. We
then constructed a model that controlled for the alternative mecha-
nisms of differences in job difficulty, work quality, and work
value. In this second model, the indirect path through core good-
ness became marginally significant, b = .004, 95% CI [�.00, .01],
p = .056, whereas the indirect effect through value commitment
remained significant, b = .01, 95% CI [.00, .02], p = .002.
Although the indirect effects through work quality and work value
were not significant, the indirect effect through job difficulty was
negative, b = �.006, 95% CI [�.01, �.00], p = .04, such that per-
ceiving the high-effort target as having a more difficult job
decreased the likelihood of selecting the high-effort target for the
partner choice task. The results of these preregistered mediation
analyses generally supported our partner choice account of effort
moralization, and we did not find evidence in support of proposed
alternative mechanisms for these effects.

We additionally ran an unplanned sensitivity analysis using bi-
nomial logistic regression and found that the linear models may
have underestimated the “b” path of the core goodness indirect
effect. In the linear model including covariates, core goodness was
only marginally predictive of partner choice, b = .05, 95% CI
[�.00, .10], p = .051; in contrast, when constructing a binomial
logistic model with the same variables —likely the more appropri-
ate analysis given the dichotomous partner choice dependent vari-
able—core goodness was a stronger and highly significant
predictor of partner choice, OR = 1.77, 95% CI [1.25, 2.51], p =
.001. Indeed, the logistic model accounted for more variance in
partner choice decisions (R2 = .13) than the linear model (R2 =
.05). Thus, the true indirect effect through core goodness may be
larger and more robust to covariates than what was estimated in
our preregistered mediation analyses (please see the online
supplemental materials for full model statistics and a discussion of
the differences between the linear and logistic model estimates).

Finally, to follow up on the reviewer-requested regression anal-
yses more directly, we also conducted a serial mediation analysis
to assess an alternative causal pathway from effort to core good-
ness and partner choice. In this model, perceived effort was
entered as the predictor, value commitment was the first mediator,
core goodness was the second mediator, and partner choice was
the outcome variable. The key difference in this model, compared
with the parallel mediations described above, was the inclusion of
a path from value commitment to core goodness. This allowed us
to more strictly test whether value commitment mediated the rela-
tionship between effort and core goodness. It also enabled us to
explore whether including the serial path between value commit-
ment and core goodness increased the explanatory value of the
mediation model. We constructed linear and logistic estimates of
the paths to the partner choice outcome variable, given the varia-
tion in results observed due to model specifications in the
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parallel mediation analyses. We ran models with and without
including job difficulty, work quality, and work value as alterna-
tive mechanisms, although the inclusion of these variables added
little explanatory value to these models (DR2

linear = .01,
DR2

logistic = .03; see the online supplemental materials for full
statistics across model specifications). These analyses were con-
ducted in Mplus.
We focus on the model that controlled for alternative mecha-

nisms and included logistic estimates of partner choice because
this model explained the most variance in participants’ partner
choice decisions (R2 = .19). This model is illustrated in Figure 5.
Notably, there was not a significant indirect path through core
goodness in predicting partner choice; instead, there was a serial
indirect path from effort to value commitment, value commitment
to core goodness, and then core goodness to partner choice. The
high-effort target was seen as more value committed, which
increased perceptions of the high-effort target’s core goodness,
which in turn increased the likelihood of participants choosing the
high-effort target as a partner for the cooperative task. In other
words, this model suggested that differences in perceived effort
did not directly yield differences in perceived core goodness.
There was also a significant path from value commitment to part-
ner choice, indicating that value commitment had a direct influ-
ence on participants’ partner choice decision in addition to the
indirect effect it had through core goodness.
Overall, whereas the preregistered parallel mediation models

suggested that effort cues had a direct effect on core goodness
traits, the serial mediation analyses—which accounted for more
variance in partner choice outcomes—suggested that effort had
only an indirect influence on core goodness through value commit-
ment traits. These results suggested a somewhat different causal
model of the effort moralization and partner choice effects than we
hypothesized. Nevertheless, the findings still provided evidence in
support of our claim that effort is a broad signal of moral character
that influences partner choice decisions. Targets perceived as
exerting greater effort were judged as possessing greater core
goodness and value commitment traits, and the full suite of analy-
ses showed that both types of moral character judgments increased
the likelihood of participants selecting the high-effort target as
their hypothetical cooperation partner.

Moderation Analyses

Following our preregistration, we conducted analyses to assess
whether PWE scores moderated the effects of effort on core good-
ness, effort on value commitment, effort on partner choice, core
goodness on partner choice, and value commitment on partner
choice. Unlike our previous studies, here we found clear evidence
of PWE beliefs moderating effort moralization effects: the interac-
tion between effort difference scores and the PWE composite was
significant in predicting both core goodness, b = �.11, 95% CI
[�.21, �.02], p = .024, and value commitment, b = �.13, 95% CI
[�.27, �.01], p = .048. In both models, those with higher PWE
scores moralized effort less than those with lower PWE scores.

Moderation results were more mixed in the models with partner
choice as the dependent variable. The interaction term between
effort and PWE was not significant in predicting partner choice,
b = �.01, 95% CI [�.06, .04], p = .71, and neither was the interac-
tion between core goodness and PWE in predicting partner choice,
b = .06, 95% CI [�.02, .12], p = .14. However, there was a signifi-
cant interaction between value commitment and PWE in predict-
ing partner choice, b = .09, 95% CI [.04, .14], p , .001, such that
differences in perceived value commitment between the two tar-
gets were more predictive of partner choice preferences for partici-
pants with higher PWE scores. Although all participants who
judged the high-effort target as possessing greater value commit-
ment were more likely to select that target as their cooperation
partner, those value commitment judgments had a stronger influ-
ence on the partner choice decisions of participants with higher
PWE scores. Sensitivity analyses using binomial logistic regres-
sion found convergent results for the three analyses with partner
choice as the dependent variable.

Thus, the effects of PWE beliefs in the present results were com-
plex: although effort cues were weaker signals of both perceived core
goodness and value commitment for high-PWE participants, differ-
ences in perceived value commitment had a greater influence on the
partner choice decisions of those same high-PWE individuals.

Discussion

When explicitly and statistically controlling for the value of
work done by two individuals, we found that perceptions of effort

Figure 5
Mediation Model for Study 6 Showing the Effect of Differences in Perceived
Effort on Cooperative Partner Choice Decisions, as Serially Mediated by
Differences in Value Commitment and Core Goodness Traits

Note. The presented path estimates control for differences in perceived job difficulty,
work quality, and work value. Unstandardized coefficients are displayed on paths predicting
value commitment and core goodness. Odds ratios are displayed on paths predicting partner
choice. On the center path, the coefficient outside parentheses is the odds ratio of the total
effect, and the value inside parentheses is the odds ratio of the direct effect. Asterisks indi-
cate significant paths (** p , .005. *** p , .001).
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still influenced perceptions of these targets’ moral character. A
high-effort worker was seen as having stronger moral character,
both in terms of possessing greater core goodness traits and value
commitment traits, than an equally productive low-effort worker
doing the same job. Counter to our hypotheses, participants’ part-
ner choice decisions were best predicted by a model in which
effort cues did not directly influence perceptions of core goodness.
Rather, effort cues directly influenced judgments of the targets’
value commitment, which then directly influenced partner choice
decisions and indirectly influenced those selections through core
goodness evaluations. Although this differed from the causal path-
way we proposed, these results still support our claim that effort is
a broad signal of moral character. Effort cues induced value com-
mitment and core goodness judgments that influenced participants’
partner choices, resulting in nearly three-quarters of participants
selected the high-effort target as their cooperation partner.
In sum, we found that effort cues serve as both direct and indi-

rect signals of moral character, even when one’s efforts do not
yield any direct increases in economic value. These results lend
further support to our partner choice account of intuitive effort
moralization.

General Discussion

Is effort deemed socially valuable, even in situations where
one’s efforts have no direct economic utility? Eight studies using
multiple methodologies and cross-cultural samples indicate that it
is. We provided evidence of effort moralization—displays of effort
increased the moral qualities ascribed to individuals (we did not,
we should note, provide evidence of the specific process by which
effort cues shift from having a nonmoral to moral status, a more
limited definition of moralization; Rhee et al., 2019). Moreover,
the moralization of effort guided participants’ allocations of mone-
tary resources and selections of cooperation partners. These data
support our argument that effort moralization is a “deeply rational”
social heuristic for navigating cooperation markets (Barclay, 2013;
Kenrick et al., 2009). Even in circumstances where effort was eco-
nomically unnecessary, people believed such efforts reflected
others’ inner virtues.
Our investigation advances previous research on effort evalua-

tions in important ways. First, we extend prior research on evalua-
tions of labor (Amos et al., 2019; Tierney et al., 2020) by showing
that more effortful workers are morally valued even when they do
not clearly produce concrete, economic benefits. Second, we
broaden research on the martyrdom effect (Olivola & Shafir,
2013) by conceptually replicating it in paradigms focused on inter-
personal judgments. We demonstrate that moral character judg-
ments help explain why people donate more to causes that others
have invested with economically unnecessary effort. Furthermore,
we provide the first discriminative evidence that effort cues affect
moral evaluations specifically, rather than positive character
ascriptions generally. Although prior research has documented
moral judgments of effort (e.g., Bigman & Tamir, 2016; Uhlmann
& Sanchez-Burks, 2014), these studies could not delineate moral
judgments from broader halo effects because only one domain of
person perception, morality, was measured. Across our seven pre-
registered experiments, manipulating effort produced consistent
differences in assessments of morality but not assessments of
warmth or competence. Our final experiment also demonstrated

that effort cues affect judgments of both core goodness and value
commitment traits (Piazza et al., 2014), suggesting that effort mor-
alization influences perceptions of cooperative intent as well as
one’s capacity to enact their intentions. In sum, consistent with
research that places moral character judgments at the center of per-
son perception (Goodwin, 2015; Uhlmann et al., 2015) and coop-
erative partner choice selection (Barclay, 2013; Everett et al.,
2016; Gintis et al., 2001), we found that effort cues induced broad
moral trait inferences that drove participants’ subsequent social
and economic decision-making.

Unpacking Explanations of Effort Moralization

In seeking to address methodological limitations of prior work,
we revealed theoretical shortcomings of a cultural explanation for
effort moralization. If PWE beliefs caused people to moralize
effort (Amos et al., 2019; Uhlmann & Sanchez-Burks, 2014), then
those who do not endorse those cultural beliefs should moralize
effort less than those who do. Yet individual differences in work
ethic beliefs rarely moderated the observed effects, and the few
moderation effects that emerged (e.g., Study 6) indicated that
those with lower PWE endorsement moralized effort more than
those with stronger PWE beliefs. This evidence suggests a limited
role of PWE in explaining effort moralization. Moreover, we con-
ducted a preliminary assessment of the universality of effort mor-
alization using the triangulation approach (Norenzayan & Heine,
2005), replicating the results from a U.S. sample (Study 2a)
in South Korea and France (Studies 2b and 2c). These findings,
alongside recent cross-cultural evidence from the United King-
dom, Australia, and India (Tierney et al., 2020), provide support
for the notion that effort moralization may be a more cross-
culturally prevalent heuristic than previously theorized.

In conjunction with specific evidence of effort moralization
among members of a modern hunter-gatherer society (Smith &
Apicella, 2020) and general evidence of effort valuation in humans
and even nonhuman animals (e.g., Clement et al., 2000; Inzlicht
et al., 2018; Lydall et al., 2010), these cross-cultural findings fur-
ther suggest that effort moralization may rest on more fundamen-
tal, potentially evolutionary, origins. Humans evolved in
collaborative, group-living environments where paying attention
to displays of costly signaling may have been an efficient and
adaptive way to assess the dedication and cooperative intent of
others (Gintis et al., 2001). Just as people will engage in unneces-
sary prosocial behavior to differentiate themselves as a superior
cooperative partner (Barclay, 2013), displays of effort, including
economically unnecessary effort, may serve a similar function.
While effort devoted toward explicitly prosocial ends has been
shown to inform moral character judgments (e.g., returning a lost
wallet; Bigman & Tamir, 2016), our findings suggest that even
committing oneself to predominantly personal, self-focused
endeavors (e.g., running for fitness) can engender moral judgments
that, in turn, guide cooperative partner choice decision-making.

The results of Study 6 suggested that perceptions of both cooper-
ative capacities (e.g., value commitment traits like dedication) and
cooperative intent (e.g., core goodness traits like trustworthiness)
work in concert to explain why perceptions of effort are moralized,
yet further investigation is required to understand the causal paths
between judgments of effort, cooperative capacities, cooperative
intent, and partner choice. Nonetheless, the evidence we presented
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—in which people derived broad moral character evaluations from
the efforts that targets devoted to economically and morally neutral
tasks—is more consistent with a costly signaling account of effort
moralization than prior accounts of these effects.
This evolutionary perspective may provide a more parsimonious

framework for integrating research on effort evaluations: the
“effort heuristic” (Kruger et al., 2004) may be more functionally
dynamic than previously recognized, with effort moralization con-
stituting one of its social functions. Thus, rather than directly caus-
ing people to moralize effort, cultural beliefs like the PWE may be
scaffolded on evolved psychological mechanisms such as shared
intuitions about the value of effort. The PWE (and similar work
ethics among other populations) may have emerged, then, because
it benefited from a combination of being well fit to our psychology
(in appealing to an underlying tendency for effort moralization)
and culturally useful (in promoting cooperation and industrious-
ness; Henrich, 2020; Henrich & Boyd, 2016). Nevertheless, repli-
cations of the current findings outside of rich and industrialized
countries are needed to disentangle the universal and cultural
aspects of effort moralization. Investigations into potential individ-
ual and situational boundaries of effort moralization will also be
crucial in determining the mechanisms underlying these effects.

Implications for the Future of Work

We have argued that effort moralization is a “deeply rational”
social heuristic (Kenrick et al., 2009); although it may yield seem-
ingly irrational judgments in certain contexts, we believe effort
moralization flows from an adaptive evolutionary logic. However,
as with other folk-economic beliefs (Boyer & Petersen, 2017),
deeply rational intuitions at the individual level can lead to subop-
timal and harmful norms at the societal level (Li et al., 2018). Val-
uing those who appear hardworking and committed, even when
they do not directly increase economic value compared with less
effortful counterparts or automated alternatives, can create per-
verse incentives. Thus, effort moralization may help explain how
bullshit work (Graeber, 2018) is maintained and rewarded within
otherwise efficient economic systems: bullshit labor may serve as
a way for millions of workers to signal moral worth through struc-
tured drudgery.
Effort moralization may also underlie opposition to policies that

forward alternatives to economically unnecessary labor, such as a
universal basic income. Cues of effort, and lack of effort, implic-
itly frame such discussions in terms of perceived deservingness, in
turn activating strong social emotions and the denigration of per-
ceived free-riders (Petersen et al., 2011, 2012). Although voters
might agree that it is neither efficient nor ethical to waste human
potential in economically unnecessary labor (Graeber, 2018),
opposition to policies like a universal basic income (Gilberstadt,
2020) suggests that many will also have moral objections to mone-
tary compensation divorced from work.
Yet our results also intimate that even symbolic displays of

effort can be leveraged to increase monetary support for the unem-
ployed. If economically unnecessary effort, like running for char-
ity, is deemed worthy of reward, then framing inarguably
necessary forms of unpaid labor, like caretaking, in terms of effort
may also increase backing for broader social support initiatives.
Direct tests of these claims are of mounting importance given the
gravity of present policy concerns: labor participation continues to

be eroded by automation, pandemics, and economic shifts. Wide-
spread job loss, whether short-term or permanent, will continue to
be socially and economically destabilizing unless policy safe-
guards are enacted. Understanding the psychology of effort will be
paramount in advancing alternatives for accruing social and mone-
tary capital in societies where consequential employment opportu-
nities become increasingly erratic or scarce.

Context of the Research

Our research was motivated by seismic shifts in the labor mar-
ket. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, American labor participa-
tion rates had already been falling for twenty years. Many political
and business leaders have wrestled with the material concerns
posed by unemployment and underemployment. However, we
became increasingly concerned with the psychological challenges
involved in addressing these economic issues. What does work
offer other than a paycheck? Inspired by the contributions of many
researchers, we saw that work—and effort more generally—
appeared to serve as a moral signal to oneself and others.

The obsession with work for work’s sake has typically been
associated with American capitalism or the Protestant Work Ethic.
However, influenced by research on folk economics, we suspected
that this phenomenon may be more fundamental than a cultural
quirk, representing a potentially universal social heuristic. Eco-
nomic systems are built on these shared psychological founda-
tions. The societal scaling up of intuitive effort moralization may
be responsible for some admirable phenomena that are not other-
wise materially beneficial to others, such as our appreciation of
hardworking artists and athletes. However, we fear it has also cre-
ated harmful incentive structures that reward workaholism and
joyless devotion to mundane efforts that produce little value
beyond the signal of effortful engagement. These fears are echoed
in David Graeber’s heartbreaking writings on bullshit work, which
deeply influenced the trajectory of this article. We will miss his in-
cisive irreverence in political discourse.
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