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The Hebrew University of Jerusalem
If good intentions pave the road to hell, what paves the road to heaven? We propose that moral judgments
are based, in part, on the degree of effort exerted in performing the immoral or moral act. Because effort
can serve as an index of goal importance, greater effort in performing immoral acts would lead to more
negative judgments, whereas greater effort in performing moral acts would lead to more positive
judgments. In support of these ideas, we found that perceived effort intensified judgments of both
immoral (Studies 1–2) and moral (Studies 2–7) agents. The effect of effort on judgment was independent
of the outcome (Study 3) and of perceptions of the outcome extremity (Study 6). Furthermore, the effect
of effort on judgment was mediated by perceived goal importance (Studies 4 – 6), even when controlling
for perceived intentions (Studies 5– 6). Finally, we demonstrate that perceived effort can influence actual
behavior, such as the assignment of monetary rewards (Study 7). We discuss the possible implications
of effort as a causal motivational factor in moral judgment and social retribution.
Keywords: morality, moral judgments, effort, goals, motivation

shape social interactions and relationships. People tend to seek out
and approach people they judge as moral, and avoid those they
judge as immoral (e.g., Boehm, 1999; Hamlin, Wynn, & Bloom,
2007). Moral judgments also direct people’s own moral behavior
(Reynolds & Ceranic, 2007) and determine the type of social
information people attend to (Brambilla, Rusconi, Sacchi, &
Cherubini, 2011). An understanding of moral judgments, therefore, is essential for predicting moral behavior and social relations.

This is my quest, to follow that star
no matter how hopeless, no matter how far
—“The Impossible Dream,” from the musical The Man of La Mancha

One of the striking characteristics of Don Quixote is his relentless effort in pursuing the noble cause of knighthood, fighting evil,
defending the weak and performing moral deeds. Would Don
Quixote be judged differently had he exerted less effort in his
quests, for instance, had he fought windbags rather than windmills? In this investigation, we test whether the amount of effort
exerted in the performance of moral or immoral actions affects the
moral judgment of the agent. In what follows, we present the
scientific background and rationale for the idea that the amount of
effort agents exert in performing a moral or immoral deed influences how they are morally judged.

Moral Judgments of Actions and Character
Research on moral judgment focuses on two distinct judgments:
judgments of the action (i.e., “Is A a moral action?”) and judgments of the agent (i.e., “Is X who performed A a moral person?”).
According to Pizarro and colleagues (e.g., Pizarro & Tannenbaum,
2011; Uhlmann et al., 2015), moral judgments of the agent are
more relevant to social functioning than judgments of the action
itself. The moral character of the agent signals whether the person
is trustworthy and whether this is someone people should approach
or avoid. In contrast, the morality of the action has primarily
philosophical significance (e.g., “Is it moral to kill one innocent
person to save many others?”), but carries less social information
about the agent performing the action. Therefore, according to
Pizarro and colleagues, the main motivation to form moral judgments is to infer the morality of the agent performing the action, to
inform immediate social behavior.
Moral judgments of agents are sensitive not only to the outcome
of the moral or immoral action, but also to the virtue of the agent
herself (Uhlmann et al., 2015). For example, a person who killed
one person to save several others is judged negatively, even though
her action results in a positive outcome (i.e., more people live),
because observers infer that the person has an immoral character
(Uhlmann, Zhu, & Tannenbaum, 2013). Thus, judgments of moral
character are based on information that is diagnostic in regards to

Moral Judgments
Moral judgments are an important and often automatic process
by which we create impressions of the moral aspects of other
people’s behavior (e.g., Uhlmann, Pizarro, & Diermeier, 2015).
Moral judgments serve as the basis for many decisions people
make in the social world. They affect how people are judged and
punished in courts of law and beyond them. Moral judgments also
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the moral character and virtue of the agent, even when they carry
no information about the morality of the action itself.
One aspect of the moral character of the agent that moral
judgments are especially sensitive to is the motivation of the agent.
For example, Critcher, Inbar, and Pizarro (2012) found that the
speed with which an agent makes a moral decision affects the way
he is judged, and that this effect is mediated by attributions of
motives. Similarly, Janoff-Bulman, Sheikh, and Hepp (2009)
found that people were sensitive to the motives underlying moral
behavior, and that the way the motives affect judgment is dependent on the type of morality. People judge agents who are motivated by duty (vs. desire) more positively in the context of proscriptive morality (i.e., avoiding negative outcomes). In contrast,
people judge agents who are motivated by desire (vs. duty) more
positively in the context of prescriptive morality (i.e., causing
positive outcomes). Indeed, attribution of motivation plays an
important role in the judgment of moral character (Reeder, 2009;
Reeder, Kumar, Hesson-McInnis, & Trafimow, 2002).

Intention and Effort in Moral Judgments
Research to date has identified several factors that affect judgments of moral character (for a review, see Uhlmann et al., 2015).
These include whether the outcome was a result of omission or
commission (Spranca, Minsk, & Baron, 1991) and the level of
agency attributed to the agent (e.g., Gray & Wegner, 2009; Gray,
Young, & Waytz, 2012). One of the best documented factors that
shapes moral judgments of an agent’s character is the perceived
intentions of the agent (e.g., Cushman, 2008, 2015). Intentions
refer to the belief of an agent that the performed action would lead
to a certain outcome, and the desire for that outcome. Perceived
intentions play an important role in the judgment of moral character, because they reflect both on the potential outcomes of the
action and on the values of the agent (Pizarro & Tannenbaum,
2011). They indicate the reasons for a person’s actions, her attitudes, and general moral character. Intentions link the person’s
behavior to her mind, constituting a crucial part of volitional
action, which is a prerequisite for moral judgment (Alicke, 2000).
When an agent is described as having an intention to do harm, the
harmful action is perceived to be more harmful than when it was
done unintentionally (Ames & Fiske, 2013). Indeed, the intention
for a negative outcome results in a negative moral judgment of the
person, even when the person has no control over the actual
outcome (Inbar, Pizarro, & Cushman, 2012).
Intentions, however, are not the only factors that reflect the
agent’s motivation in the context of moral action. Indeed, people
can have similar intentions but still differ in moral character and
action, as captured by the proverb “The road to hell is paved with
good intentions.” In his interpersonal analysis of action, Heider
(1958) emphasized the importance of intentions (i.e., “what a
person is trying to do”) in the perception of the agent’s underlying
motivation. However, he proposed that another factor that reflects
the agent’s underlying motivation is effort or exertion (i.e., “how
hard the person is trying to do it”). According to Heider (1958),
both intention and exertion of effort are components of a person’s
motivational force. Whereas intentions refer to the direction of the
motivation, effort refers to the strength of the motivation. Heider
emphasized that people use perceived intentions and perceived
effort as indications of the agent’s motivation to perform an action.

Building on Heider’s distinction, therefore, this investigation
tested whether effort influences moral judgments of character.
According to Heider (1958), in addition to helping people attribute causation, perceived effort reflects the relative importance of
the goal to the agent. In research on motivation, effort reflects goal
commitment (e.g., Austin & Vancouver, 1996; Hollenbeck, Williams, & Klein, 1989; Oettingen, Pak, & Schnetter, 2001), which
is a function of goal importance (Austin & Vancouver, 1996).
Indeed, people infer goals from effortful behavior (Hassin, Aarts,
& Ferguson, 2005). The more effort exerted by the agent, the more
likely perceivers are to make inferences about the goal of the
agent. For instance, Dik and Aarts (2007) found that the goal an
agent had was more salient to perceivers when the agent exerted
high effort in pursuing that goal. Furthermore, the more effort an
agent exerted in pursuing a goal, the more people perceived that
goal as important to the agent (Dik & Aarts, 2008).
Similarly, Jara-Ettinger, Gweon, Tenenbaum, and Schulz (2015)
found that even young children (5– 6 years old) use the effort
required to achieve a goal as an index of the subjective value of
goal for the agent. Finally, Janoff-Bulman and her colleagues
(2009) suggest that at least in the cases of proscriptive morality
(i.e., avoiding harm), moral credit is given to agents whose behavior “involve effort and lack of ease” (p. 534).
Building on these ideas, we propose that perceived effort influences moral judgments, and that it does so independently of
attribution of intentions. Because effort can reflect how important
the goal it to the agent and how committed she is to pursuing it, we
predicted that an agent would be judged more extremely, the more
effort she exerts when performing a moral or immoral action.
Agents who exert more effort in performing an immoral act would
be judged as less moral, because their immoral goals would appear
more important to them. On the other hand, agents who exert more
effort in performing a moral behavior would be judged as more
moral, because their moral goals would appear more important to
them.

The Current Investigation
In a series of seven studies, participants read vignettes depicting
moral or immoral behaviors. We manipulated the degree of effort
the agent exerted in performing the behavior. After reading each
vignette, participants rated the moral character of the agents, and
the extent to which they deserve punishment or reward for their
behavior. In Study 1, we tested whether the perceived effort
exerted in performing immoral behaviors affects moral judgments.
In Study 2, we tested whether the perceived effort in performing
both immoral and moral behaviors affected both moral judgments
of character as well as assignment of punishment and reward. In
Study 3, we tested whether perceived effort in performing moral
behaviors influences moral judgments, independent of the actual
consequences of the behaviors. In Study 4, we used a betweensubjects design to test whether the hypothesized effect of effort is
mediated by perceived goal importance. In Study 5, we tested
whether the hypothesized effect of effort is mediated by perceived
goal importance or by perceived intention. In Study 6, we included
a different measure of perceived intentions, and controlled for
perceived outcome severity. Finally, in Study 7, we tested whether
effort influences monetary allocations to a real moral agent.

PERCEIVED EFFORT AMPLIFIES MORAL JUDGMENT

We predicted that perceived effort would amplify moral judgments. Agents performing moral behaviors would be judged more
positively when exerting high (vs. low) effort, and agents performing immoral behaviors would be judged more negatively when
exerting high (vs. low) effort. We further predicted that this effect
would be independent of perceived intentions, and instead, mediated by attributions of goal importance.
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Study 1
In Study 1, we tested whether the perceived effort exerted by the
moral agent shapes moral judgments. To do so, we manipulated
the level of effort agents exerted when performing an immoral act.
We predicted that agent perceived as exerting high (vs. low) levels
of effort when performing the immoral act would be judged more
negatively.
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extent does X have bad or good moral standards?” (1 ⫽ bad moral
standards; 9 ⫽ good moral standards), “To what extent would you
describe X as a good or bad person?” (1 ⫽ bad person; 9 ⫽ good
person), “To what extent was X’s behavior right or wrong?” (1 ⫽
very wrong; 9 ⫽ very right), “How much praise or blame should
X receive for A?” (1 ⫽ extreme blame; 9 ⫽ extreme praise), “To
what extent was X’s behavior forbidden or permissible?” (1 ⫽
totally forbidden; 9 ⫽ totally permissible).
Procedure. Participants were randomly assigned to one of the
four vignette– condition combinations. The vignettes were presented in a random order. Following each vignette, participants
completed the effort manipulation check and the moral judgment
questions.3 Finally, participants provided demographic information. The ethics committee of The Hebrew University of Jerusalem
approved all studies reported in the article.

Results and Discussion
Method
Participants. Participants were 142 (53.5% male; Mage ⫽
31.27, SD ⫽ 9.26) Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) workers.
The sample size was determined by a power analysis based on the
results of an exploratory study,1 with an estimated power of 0.95.
Participants received $1 for their participation. Three participants
failed to answer attention checks correctly and were excluded from
the analysis.2 Results remain unchanged when they were included
in the analysis.
Materials.
Moral vignettes. Participants read four vignettes depicting
immoral behaviors (i.e., stealing money from a lady’s purse on the
subway, cheating on a test, taking public transportation without
paying, and posting embarrassing information on a former partner’s Facebook account). Each vignette was presented in one of
two versions: a low-effort version (e.g., “The purse is wide open
and within reach, so he simply puts his hand in the purse”) and a
high-effort version (e.g., “The purse is shut tight and out of his
reach, so he reaches out to it unnoticed, and struggles to open it.”)
See Appendix for an example of a full vignette.
Each participant read two vignettes in the low effort versions
and two vignettes in the high effort versions. We created four
possible combinations that included different vignettes in either
their low- or high-effort versions and assigned participants at
random to read one of those specific combinations. In the first
combination, for example, stealing and cheating appeared in the
low effort version and not paying for public transportation and
Facebook hacking appeared in the high effort version. Each vignette appeared an equal number of times in the low effort and in
the high effort versions
Manipulation check. Two items assessed attributions of effort
to the agent (annotated by X below) on 1–9 scales: “How difficult
was it for X to do A?” and “How much effort did X invest in A?”
(1 ⫽ not difficult at all/ no effort at all; 9 ⫽ extremely difficult/
extreme effort). Reliability of the two items, and for reliability of
all measures throughout the article, was computed for each version
of each vignette (Mr ⫽ .70, SD ⫽ 0.09).
Moral judgment. We adapted indices of moral judgment that
were used in previous research (e.g., Ames & Fiske, 2013; Critcher
et al., 2012; Pizarro, Uhlmann, & Salovey, 2003). Specifically, we
used the following five items (M␣ ⫽ 0.90, SD ⫽ 0.04): “To what

Manipulation check. To test the efficacy of the effort manipulation we conducted a repeated-measures analysis of variance
(ANOVA), predicting perceived effort, with effort version (high
vs. low) as a within-subject factor. As predicted, participants
perceived agents in the high effort versions as exerting more effort
(M ⫽ 5.67, SD ⫽ 1.72) than those in the low effort versions (M ⫽
2.48, SD ⫽ 1.31), F(1, 138) ⫽ 373.68, p ⬍ .001, 2 ⫽ .73,
confirming the efficacy of the effort manipulation.
Moral judgment. We first centered moral judgments of all
vignettes (vignettes in both orders were centered around the mean
moral judgment of the vignette) to eliminate variance that may
result from differences in the basic moral judgment of the different
vignettes.4 We then conducted a repeated-measures ANOVA, with
effort version (high vs. low) as a within-subject factor. As predicted, participants rated agents described as exerting high effort in
performing immoral behaviors as less moral (M ⫽ ⫺0.07, SD ⫽
1.03) than those described as exerting low effort (M ⫽ 0.07, SD ⫽
0.99), F(1, 138) ⫽ 5.03, p ⫽ .026, p2 ⫽ .04. These findings
support our hypothesis that perceived effort shapes moral judgment.
We ran an equivalent analysis using multilevel modeling. We
used the package “lme4” (Bates, Mächler, Bolker, & Walker,
2015) in R to test all mixed model regressions reported in the
article, and the package “lmerTest” (Kuznetsova, Brockhoff, &
1
In the exploratory correlational study, participants (N ⫽ 103) read two
vignettes depicting immoral behaviors. Participants rated their moral judgment of the agents and rated spontaneous attributions of effort and intentions. We regressed perceived effort and intentions on moral judgment, and
found effort to be a significant predictor (␤ ⫽ 0.21, p ⫽ .029). We
conducted a power analyses based on these finding, leading us to target
sample sizes of ⬃140 in all our within-subject studies (Studies 1–3, 6).
2
Two attention checks were embedded in the study (see Goodman,
Cryder, & Cheema, 2013; Oppenheimer, Meyvis, & Davidenko, 2009).
First, in a question following one of the vignettes, participants were asked
to select the number 5 as their answer. Additionally, after reading all
vignettes, participants were presented with four immoral behaviors, three
that appeared in the study and one that did not, and were asked to select the
behavior that did not appear earlier in the study.
3
After completing these key questions, participants completed a series
of additional measures that were less central to the current investigation.
4
In all studies, results remained unchanged when conducting the analyses using uncentered scores, controlling for vignette– condition combination and for gender.
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Christensen, 2015) to calculate degrees of freedom and p values.
When predicting moral judgment by effort condition and vignette
(using dummy coding) with random intercepts for vignette and
subject, and random slopes for effort by subject, we found a
significant effect for effort condition, t(410.1) ⫽ ⫺1.98, p ⫽ .049.
However, when adding a random slope for effort condition by
vignette, the effect of effort was no longer significant, t ⫽ ⫺1.14.
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Study 2
We assumed that effort reflects goal importance. The more
effort an agent exerts to behave in a certain way, the more people
would believe that it was important for the agent to behave that
way. Such reasoning should apply to both immoral and moral acts.
It is also possible, however, that because people attribute positive
metadesires to others (e.g., Pizarro, Uhlmann, & Salovey, 2003),
mitigating circumstances may affect the judgment of immoral acts,
but not moral ones. In Study 2, therefore, we tested whether
perceived effort influences judgments of agents who perform immoral or moral acts. We predicted that greater perceived effort
would lead to more extreme moral judgments, so that agents
performing immoral acts would be judged more negatively, and
agents performing moral acts would be judged more positively.
Moral and immoral acts generate not only social judgments of
character, but also social retribution, in the shape of punishment or
reward. Immoral acts may lead to judgments of immoral character
and may result in punishment, whereas moral acts may lead to
judgments of moral character and could result in reward. Although
related, moral judgments and social retribution are both conceptually and empirically distinct (Cushman, 2008). In Study 2, therefore, we tested whether perceived effort affects not only moral
judgments, but social retribution tendencies as well as.

Method
Participants. Participants were 139 (56.1% male; Mage ⫽
34.14, SD ⫽ 10.20) Amazon MTurk workers. Participants received $2 for their participation. Three participants failed to answer attention checks correctly and were excluded from the analysis.5 Results remain unchanged when they were included in the
analysis.
Materials.
Moral vignettes. Participants read eight vignettes. Four depicting immoral behaviors (identical to those that appeared in
Study 1). Four additional vignettes depicted moral behaviors (i.e.,
returning a lost wallet, giving a ride to a stranded person, helping
an elderly women carry groceries, and helping underprivileged
children with their homework). See Appendix for an example of a
full vignette. As in Study 1, each vignette was presented in one of
two versions: a low-effort version and a high-effort version. Each
participant read four vignettes depicting immoral behaviors, two in
the low effort version and two in the high-effort version, as well as
four vignettes depicting moral behaviors, two in the low-effort
version and two in the high effort version. We created eight
Vignette ⫻ Effort Version combinations, so that different vignettes
appeared in different versions in each combination, and participants were randomly assigned to read the vignettes in one of those
combinations.
Manipulation check. The manipulation check questions were
identical to those in Study 1 (Mr ⫽ .59, SD ⫽ 0.08).

Moral judgment. We measured moral judgments using the
same items as in Study 1 (M␣ ⫽ 0.90, SD ⫽ 0.02).
Social retribution. We assessed social retribution tendencies
using two items (Mr ⫽ .68, SD ⫽ 0.12): “To what extent do you
think that X should be punished or rewarded for his action?” (1 ⫽
definitely punished; 9 ⫽ definitely rewarded), and “What punishment or reward should X receive for A?” (1 ⫽ harsh punishment;
9 ⫽ great reward).
Procedure. Participants were randomly assigned to one of
four vignette– effort combinations for the immoral behaviors, and
to one of four vignette– effort combinations for the moral behaviors. The vignettes were presented in a random order. Following
each vignette participants completed the moral judgment questions. Finally, participants provided demographic information.

Results and Discussion
Effort manipulation check. We tested whether participants
perceived the high-effort versions as requiring more effort than the
low effort versions. To that end, we conducted a repeatedmeasures ANOVA, predicting perceived effort, with effort version
(high vs. low) and behavior type (immoral vs. moral) as withinsubject factors. As predicted, participants perceived agents in the
high effort versions as exerting more effort (M ⫽ 6.09, SD ⫽ 1.67)
than those in the low effort versions (M ⫽ 2.71, SD ⫽ 1.15), F(1,
135) ⫽ 595.23, p ⬍ .001, p2 ⫽ .82, confirming the efficacy of our
effort manipulation. We also found a main effect for behavior type,
such that moral behaviors were perceived as requiring more effort
(M ⫽ 4.79, SD ⫽ 1.17) than immoral behaviors (M ⫽ 4.01, SD ⫽
1.06), F(1, 135) ⫽ 58.52, p ⬍ .001, p2 ⫽ .30. The Effort Condition ⫻ Behavior Type interaction was not significant, F ⬍ 1.
Moral judgment. First, we conducted a paired-sample t test,
comparing moral judgments of the moral behaviors with moral
judgments of the immoral behaviors, to test whether moral judgment varied according to behavior type. As predicted, moral behaviors were judged as more moral (M ⫽ 8.05, SD ⫽ 0.85) than
immoral behaviors (M ⫽ 2.49, SD ⫽ 0.70), t(125) ⫽ 47.14,
Cohen’s d ⫽ 4.05, confirming the efficacy of the manipulation.
Second, to test the effect of effort on moral judgment, we
conducted a repeated-measures ANOVA, with effort version (high
vs. low) and behavior type (moral vs. immoral) as within-subject
factors. We centered all the moral judgments by vignette. As
predicted, we found an effort version x behavior type interaction,
F(1, 135) ⫽ 18.34, p ⬍ .001, p2 ⫽ 0.12. When considering
immoral behaviors, agents who were described as exerting high
effort were judged as less moral (M ⫽ ⫺0.06, SD ⫽ 0.76) than
those described as exerting low effort (M ⫽ 0.06, SD ⫽ 0.82), F(1,
135) ⫽ 4.32, p ⫽ .040, p2 ⫽ .03. When considering moral
behaviors, agents who were described as exerting high effort were
judged as more moral (M ⫽ 0.10, SD ⫽ 0.84) than those described
as exerting low effort (M ⫽ ⫺0.10, SD ⫽ 0.86), F(1, 135) ⫽
24.93, p ⬍ .001, p2 ⫽ .16. No other effect was significant (F ⬍ 1).
Results remained unchanged when controlling for vignette by
effort combinations. Figure 1 presents the uncentered mean scores.
These results replicate those in Study 1 and show that perceived
5
The attention checks were identical to those in Study 1, with an
additional item in which participants were asked to select 5 to accommodate for study length.

PERCEIVED EFFORT AMPLIFIES MORAL JUDGMENT
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Figure 1. Mean moral judgments and social retribution of agents who exerted low (vs. high) effort in
performing immoral acts (top panel) and moral acts (bottom panel; Study 2). Error bars reflect 95% confidence
intervals. ⴱ p ⬍ .05.

effort influences moral judgments of agents performing both immoral and moral acts.
We ran an equivalent analysis using multilevel modeling, predicting moral judgment by effort condition, behavior type and their
interaction with random intercepts for vignette and subject, and
random slopes for effort by subject and vignette. The interaction
was significant, t(7.7) ⫽ 2.62, p ⫽ .032. We then analyzed
immoral and moral behaviors separately, using the same random
intercepts and slopes. We found a marginally significant effect for
effort on moral judgment of immoral behaviors, t(323) ⫽ ⫺1.93,
p ⫽ .055, and a significant effect for effort on moral judgment of
moral behaviors, t(3) ⫽ 3.25, p ⫽ .048.
Social retribution. As might be expected, moral judgments
and social retribution for each vignette in each condition were
positively correlated (Mr ⫽ .69, SD ⫽ 0.07). To test the effect
of effort on social retribution, we first centered all ratings of
social retribution by vignette. Next, we conducted a repeatedmeasures ANOVA, with effort version (high vs. low) and
behavior type (moral vs. immoral) as within-subject factors. As

predicted, we found an Effort ⫻ Behavior Type interaction,
F(1, 135) ⫽ 57.35, p ⬍ .001, p2 ⫽ 0.30. When considering
immoral behaviors, agents who were described as exerting high
effort were assigned harsher punishment (M ⫽ ⫺0.10, SD ⫽
0.77) than those described as exerting low effort (M ⫽ 0.09,
SD ⫽ 0.95), F(1, 135) ⫽ 8.64, p ⫽ .004, p2 ⫽ .06. When
considering moral behaviors, agents who were described as
exerting high effort were assigned greater reward (M ⫽ 0.27,
SD ⫽ 1.12) than those described as exerting low effort
(M ⫽ ⫺0.27, SD ⫽ 1.21), F(1, 135) ⫽ 64.30, p ⬍ .001, p2 ⫽
.32. Additionally, we found a main effect for effort, F(1, 135) ⫽
14.00, p ⬍ .001, p2 ⫽ .09, such that agents in the high-effort
versions were described as deserving less punishment and more
reward (M ⫽ .083, SD ⫽ 0.56) than those in the low-effort
versions (M ⫽ ⫺0.09, SD ⫽ 0.06). No other effect was significant (F ⬍ 1). Results remained unchanged when controlling for
Vignette ⫻ Effort Combinations. Figure 1 presents the uncentered means. Perceived effort, therefore, amplifies not only
moral judgments, but social retribution, as indexed by stronger
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tendencies to punish in the case of immoral acts and reward in
the case of moral acts.
We ran an equivalent analysis to the one described above using
multilevel modeling, predicting social retribution. The interaction was
significant, t(18.3) ⫽ 4.72, p ⬍ .001. We then analyzed immoral and
moral behaviors separately, using the same random intercepts and
slopes. We found a significant effect for effort on social retribution in
response to immoral behaviors, t(9.1) ⫽ ⫺2.38, p ⫽ .041, and a
significant effect for effort on social retribution in response to moral
behaviors, t(3.4) ⫽ 7.04, p ⬍ .004.
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Study 3
In criminal law, there is a distinction between mens rea (i.e., a
guilty mind), and actus reus (i.e., a guilty behavior), where both
are considered necessary components of criminal behavior (e.g.,
Jeffries & Stephan, 1979). Cushman (2015) proposed a similar
distinction in moral psychology, between a mental state component, and an event component that involves the behavior and its
outcome (see also Alicke, 2000; Chakroff & Young, 2015; Pizarro
& Tannenbaum, 2011). We propose that effort influences moral
judgments by shaping perceptions of the mental state of the agent
(i.e., goal importance), rather than perceptions of the event.
However, if effort influences inferences about the event, the
effects of effort on moral judgment may be driven by differential
inferences about the event, rather than the agent. Indeed, there is
reason to suspect that effort influences the valuation of objective
outcomes. According to Kruger, Wirtz, Van Boven, and Altermatt
(2004), an outcome that requires more effort to achieve is perceived as more valuable. For example, participants liked a poem
more and considered it of greater value when they believed it took
the poet 18 (vs. 4) hours to write. Similarly, one could argue that
a moral act that required more (vs. less) effort would be considered
more moral, because it had a more positive outcome.
In Study 3, therefore, we tested whether the effects of effort on
moral judgment depend on the objective consequences of the
agent’s behavior. We did this by using vignettes in which agents
perform a moral act that fails to have its intended positive outcome. If perceived effort affects moral judgment by influencing
the objective outcome of the behavior, effort should not influence
moral judgment when the behavior fails to yield its intended
outcome. If, however, perceived effort affects moral judgment by
providing information about the motivation of the agent, effort
should influence moral judgment even when the behavior fails to
yield its intended outcome.

Method
Participants. Participants were 140 (56.4% male; Mage ⫽
33.94, SD ⫽ 11.09) Amazon MTurk workers. Participants received $1 in return for their participation. Six participants failed to
answer attention checks6 correctly and were excluded from the
analysis. Results remain unchanged when these participants were
included in the analysis.
Materials.
Moral vignettes. We used three of the vignettes depicting
moral behavior used in Study 2 (i.e., returning a wallet, helping
kids with homework, giving someone a ride). Because it was
difficult to consider a case where helping an elderly woman carry

groceries does not have the desired outcome, we replaced that
vignette with a vignette that described a person baking a birthday
cake for an orphan. In all vignettes, the moral behaviors failed to
have their intended positive outcome. For example, the vignette
that involved returning a wallet described a person trying to return
a lost wallet to a person on the bus, only to discover that the person
to whom he returned the wallet was not the owner. See Appendix
for an example of a full vignette.
All vignettes were presented in either a low or a high effort
version, as in previous studies. Each participant read two vignettes
in a low effort version and two vignettes in a high effort version.
We created four Vignette ⫻ Effort Combinations, and participants
were randomly assigned to read vignettes in one of the four
combinations.
Manipulation check, moral judgments and social retribution.
We used the same measures as we did in Study 2 for the manipulation check (Mr ⫽ .40, SD ⫽ 0.13) and for social retribution
(Mr ⫽ .81, SD ⫽ 0.05). To shorten the length of the survey, we
used three of the items that we used in Studies 1–2 to measure
moral judgments (M␣ ⫽ 0.82, SD ⫽ 0.04): “To what extent would
you describe X as a good or bad person?” (1 ⫽ bad person; 9 ⫽
good person), “To what extent was X’s behavior right or wrong?”
(1 ⫽ very wrong; 9 ⫽ very right), “How much praise or blame
should X receive for A?” (1 ⫽ extreme blame; 9 ⫽ extreme
praise).
Procedure. The procedure was identical to that of Studies
1–2.

Results and Discussion
Effort manipulation check. To test the efficacy of our effort
manipulation, we ran a repeated-measures ANOVA, predicting
perceived effort from effort version. As predicted, participants
rated the agents in the high-effort versions (M ⫽ 6.71, SD ⫽ 1.41)
as exerting more effort than agents in the low-effort versions (M ⫽
4.04, SD ⫽ 1.60), F(1, 133) ⫽ 232.97, p ⬍ .001, p2 ⫽ 0.64.
Moral judgment. We tested whether effort exerted by the
agents affected how they were morally judged, even when their
actions did not have the intended outcomes. As in Studies 1–2, we
first centered the moral judgments in all vignettes (according to
vignette means across effort conditions). Next, we ran a repeatedmeasures ANOVA, predicting moral judgment, with effort (low
vs. high) as a within-subject factor. As predicted, agents who
exerted high effort in performing moral behaviors were judged as
more moral (M ⫽ 0.14, SD ⫽ 1.03) than those who exerted low
effort (M ⫽ ⫺0.14, SD ⫽ 1.03), F(1, 133) ⫽ 13.07, p ⬍ .001,
p2 ⫽ 0.09. Figure 2 presents the uncentered means. These findings
rule out the possibility that the effect of effort on moral judgment
is driven by differences in expected outcomes.
Social retribution. Moral judgments and social retribution for
each vignette in each condition were positively correlated (Mr ⫽
.63, SD ⫽ 0.09). To test whether perceived effort affected social
retribution tendencies, we ran a repeated-measures ANOVA predicting social retribution, with effort (low vs. high) as a withinsubject factor. As in Studies 1–2, we centered ratings of social
retribution in all vignettes (according to vignette means across
effort conditions). As predicted, agents who exerted high effort in
6

Attention checks were the same as in Study 1.
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Low Effort

High Effort

Figure 2. Mean moral judgments and social retribution of agents who
exerted low (vs. high) effort in performing immoral acts that failed to have
their intended outcome (Study 3). Error bars reflect 95% confidence
intervals. ⴱ p ⬍ .05.

performing moral behaviors were seen as deserving a greater
reward (M ⫽ 0.23, SD ⫽ 1.16) than those who exerted low effort
(M ⫽ ⫺0.23, SD ⫽ 1.29), F(1, 133) ⫽ 26.99, p ⬍ .001, p2 ⫽ 0.17.
Results for the uncentered scores are presented in Figure 2.
We ran equivalent analyses using multilevel modeling. We ran
two analyses, predicting moral judgment and social retribution by
effort condition with random intercepts for vignette and subject,
and random slopes for effort by subject and vignette. We found a
significant effect on moral judgment, t(6.6) ⫽ 3.20, p ⫽ .017, and
on social retribution, t(40.3) ⫽ 5.13, p ⬍ .001.

Study 4
Study 4 was designed to address both methodological and
theoretical concerns. First, from a methodological standpoint,
Studies 1–3 were conducted on MTurk samples on the Internet. In
Study 4, we sought to replicate the results of those studies using a
student sample in the laboratory. Second, Studies 1–3 involved
within-subject designs. In Study 4, we sought to demonstrate that
our effects do not depend on between-trial comparisons that are
likely to occur in within-subject designs, by using a betweensubjects design instead (e.g., Hsee, Loewenstein, Blount, & Bazerman, 1999; Hsee & Zhang, 2010). From a theoretical standpoint,
after showing that effort affects judgment even in the absence of
the expected outcome of the behavior, in Study 4, we tested
whether the effect of effort on moral judgment is mediated by
attributions of goal importance. Participants read a description of
an agent performing a moral behavior, described as requiring
either high or low effort. We predicted that the agent who is
described as exerting high (vs. low) effort would be judged as
more moral, because performing the moral act is perceived as more
important to him.

Method
Participants. Participants were 112 university students7
(23.2% male; Mage ⫽ 23.25, SD ⫽ 2.35). Participants completed
the study in the lab and received either class credit or ₪10 (roughly
US $2.5) as compensation.
Materials.
Moral vignette. We used the “returning the wallet” vignette
that we used in Studies 2–3. We described the agent as a fellow
university student.
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Manipulation check, moral judgment and social retribution.
We used the same measures as we did in Studies 2–3 for the effort
manipulation check (Mr ⫽ .59, SD ⫽ 0.14) and social retribution
(Mr ⫽ .82, SD ⫽ 0.02). To keep the study short, we used only two
of the items used in Studies 1–3 to measure moral judgment (Mr ⫽
.41, SD ⫽ 0.13): “To what extent would you describe X as a good
or bad person?” and “How much praise or blame should X receive
for A?”
Attribution of goal importance. We measured attribution of
goal importance with two items (Mr ⫽ .75, SD ⫽ 0.01): “How
important was it for X to perform A?” (1 ⫽ not at all; 9 ⫽
extremely) and “How committed was X to perform A?” (1 ⫽ not
at all; 9 ⫽ extremely).
Procedure. To avoid a ceiling effect, all participants first read
the same vignette depicting the agent not performing a moral
behavior (i.e., not helping an elderly lady carry groceries from the
store). Effort was not mentioned in the first vignette. Participants
were then randomly assigned to conditions and read the target
vignette. In the low-effort condition, the agent was described as
exerting low effort to return the wallet, whereas in the high-effort
condition, the agent was described as exerting high effort to return
the wallet. Participants completed the dependent variables, and
provided demographic information.

Results and Discussion
Manipulation check. To test the efficacy of our effort manipulation, we ran an independent samples t test, predicting attributions of effort from effort conditions. As expected, we found a
significant effect for condition, t(111) ⫽ 9.49, p ⬍ .001, Cohen’s
d ⫽ 1.80. Participants considered the agent in the high-effort
condition as exerting more effort (M ⫽ 5.74, SD ⫽ 1.70) than the
agent in the low-effort condition (M ⫽ 2.76, SD ⫽ 1.61), confirming the efficacy of our effort manipulation.
Moral judgments. To test the effect of the effort manipulation on moral judgments, we ran a simple regression, predicting
moral judgments from effort conditions (low effort ⫽ ⫺0.5; high
effort ⫽ 0.5). As expected, we found a significant effect for effort
condition, ␤ ⫽ 0.28, t(111) ⫽ 3.04, p ⫽ .003. Our manipulation of
effort influenced judgments of morality such that in the low-effort
condition the agent was judged less positively (M ⫽ 7.28, SD ⫽
1.11) than in the high-effort condition (M ⫽ 7.84, SD ⫽ 0.85).
Goal importance mediates effects on moral judgment.
Next, we tested for mediation of the effect of effort on moral
judgment by perceived goal importance. Following Baron and
Kenny (1986), we first regressed perceived goal importance on
effort condition. As expected, condition had a significant effect on
perceived goal importance, ␤ ⫽ 0.38, t(110) ⫽ 4.30, p ⬍ .001. We
then regressed moral judgments on both perceived goal importance
and effort condition. Motivation was a significant predictor, ␤ ⫽
0.47, t(110) ⫽ 5.36. p ⬍ .001, whereas condition was no longer
significant, ␤ ⫽ 0.12, t(110) ⫽ 1.38, p ⫽ .170 (see Figure 3). The
parallel analysis using Preacher and Hayes’ (2008) bootstrapping
method (5000 samples) yielded identical results. The direct effect
of condition on moral judgments was not significant (p ⫽ .482,
7
We aimed for 100 participants, 50 per cell. However, due to unexpected over enrollment, we ended up with more participants than originally
planned.
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Moral judgment

Attributed goal

motivation. In the case of moral judgment, there is evidence for the
role of perceived intentions (e.g., Cushman, 2008, 2015). Although
effort is likely linked to intentions, we expected the effect of effort
on moral judgment to be distinct from those of intentions. To test
this prediction, in Study 5 we tested whether the effects of effort
on moral judgment and social retribution are mediated by perceived goal importance, and whether they are independent of
perceived intentions. We predicted that, as in Studies 1– 4, effort
would amplify moral judgments, that this effect would be mediated
by perceived goal importance, and that it would persist even when
controlling for perceived intentions.
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Figure 3. Mediation of the effects of effort on moral judgments (top
panel) and social retribution (bottom panel) by attributed goal importance
(Study 4).

95% confidence interval [CI] [⫺0.21, 0.45]), whereas the total
effect (B ⫽ .57, SE ⫽ 0.19, p ⫽ .003, 95% CI [0.20, 0.94) and the
indirect effect, mediating the effect of effort condition on moral
judgment by perceived goal importance (B ⫽ 0.45, SE ⫽ 0.11,
95% CI [0.26, 0.69]) was significant. These findings demonstrate
that the effect of effort on moral judgments was fully mediated by
perceived goal importance
Social retribution. The correlation between moral judgment
and social retribution was positive and significant, r ⫽ .48, p ⬍
.001. To test the effect of our effort manipulation on social retribution tendencies, we ran a simple regression, predicting social
retribution from effort condition (low effort ⫽ ⫺0.5; high effort ⫽
0.5). As predicted, we found a significant effect for effort condition, ␤ ⫽ 0.24, t(110) ⫽ 2.59, p ⫽ .011. Effort influenced social
retribution such that agents who were described as exerting high
effort were assigned greater reward (M ⫽ 6.34, SD ⫽ 1.12) than
agents described as exerting low effort (M ⫽ 5.82, SD ⫽ 1.00).
Goal importance mediates effects on social retribution.
Next, we tested whether goal importance mediated the effect of
effort on social retribution. When regressing social retribution on
both goal importance and condition, goal importance was a significant predictor, ␤ ⫽ 0.24, t(110) ⫽ 2.47. p ⫽ .015, whereas
effort condition was not, ␤ ⫽ 0.15, t(110) ⫽ 1.5, p ⫽ .133. Using
Preacher and Hayes’ (2008) bootstrapping method (5,000 samples), the direct effect of effort condition on social retribution was
not significant (p ⫽ .133, 95% CI [⫺0.10, 0.74]), whereas the total
effect (B ⫽ .52, SE ⫽ 0.20, p ⫽ .011, 95% CI [0.12, 0.92]) and the
indirect effect mediated by perceived goal importance (B ⫽ 0.20,
SE ⫽ 0.09, 95% CI [0.07, 0.40]) were significant. This analysis
indicates that the effect of effort on social retribution was fully
mediated by perceived goal importance (see Figure 3).8

Study 5
Following Heider (1958), we argue that to assess motivation,
people rely on both intentions and effort. Whereas intentions
reflect the content of motivation, effort reflects the strength of

Method
Participants. Participants were 101 university students (36.6%
male, 3% failed to mention their gender; Mage ⫽ 24.65, SD ⫽
2.52). Participants were offered a free snack in return for their
participation.
Materials.
Moral vignettes. We used three vignettes depicting moral
behaviors, identical to those used in Studies 2– 4 (i.e., returning a
lost wallet, giving a ride and helping underprivileged children).
Manipulation check, moral judgments, social retribution, goal
importance, and perceived intentions. We used the same measures as we did in Studies 2– 4 for the effort manipulation check
(Mr ⫽ .62, SD ⫽ 0.15) and social retribution (Mr ⫽ .65, SD ⫽
0.15). For the sake of brevity, we used only two of the items used
in Studies 1– 4 (i.e., the same items that we used in Study 4) to
measure moral judgment (Mr ⫽ .52, SD ⫽ 0.13): “How much
praise or blame should X receive for A?” and “To what extent
would you describe X as a good or bad person?” Goal importance
was measured with the following item, used in Study 4: “How
important was it for X to perform A?” Finally, perceived intentions
were assessed with the following item: “To what extent do you
think X intended for his behavior to have its consequence?” (1 ⫽
not at all; 9 ⫽ extremely).
Procedure. Participants were randomly assigned to one of
two conditions. In the low effort condition, agents were described
as exerting low effort in performing a moral behavior. In the high
effort condition, agents were described as exerting high effort in
performing the same moral behavior. Participants read the vignettes and answered the questions about moral judgments, social
retribution, perceived effort and attributed intentions.9 Participants
then provided basic demographic information.

Results and Discussion
We included more than one vignette to increase the reliability of
our findings, and accounted for the increased variability in a
mixed-model mediation analysis. We coded the effort condition
8
We tested whether the effects of effort on moral judgment and on
social retribution are independent, by controlling for social retribution in
the mediation analysis of moral judgment. The effects in the mediation
analyses was replicated, showing that these effects were independent.
9
Participants also rated “the degree to which they think X has the
capacity to do good” (1 ⫽ not at all to 9 ⫽ extremely) and “the degree to
which X was responsible for his actions” (1 ⫽ not at all to 9 ⫽ extremely).
These items were not central to the current investigation and were not
influenced by the effort manipulation.
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(⫺1 ⫽ low effort condition; 1 ⫽ high effort condition). Because
the analysis provides only unstandardized coefficients, we standardized all dependent variables, such that the coefficients of the
regression are equivalent to standardized coefficients, such that the
computed coefficients are equivalent to Betas and reported as such.
Throughout the analyses, the model did not converge when specifying random slopes for effort by subject and therefore we do not
specify that random slope.
Manipulation check. To test the efficacy of our effort manipulation, we ran a mixed model regression, predicting standardized perceived effort from effort condition, with random intercepts
for vignette and subject, and with a random slope for effort by
vignette. As expected, effort condition was a significant predictor
of perceived effort, ␤ ⫽ 0.66, SE ⫽ 0.10, t(4.2) ⫽ 6.38, p ⫽ .003,
such that agents in the low effort condition were perceived as
exerting less effort (Mraw score ⫽ 3.51, SD ⫽ 1.98) than those the
high effort condition (Mraw score ⫽ 6.64, SD ⫽ 1.59), confirming
the efficacy of our effort manipulation.
Perceived goal importance and intention. To test the distinctiveness of perceived goal importance and perceived intentions, we calculated the correlation between the two for each
version of each vignette. The average correlation was moderate,
r ⫽ .36, SD ⫽ 0.13, meaning that although the constructs are
related, they were not perceived as identical.
Moral judgment, goal importance and intention. To test the
effect of effort on moral judgments, we ran a mixed model regression, predicting standardized moral judgments from effort condition with random intercepts for subject and vignette, and a random
slope for effort condition by vignette. As expected, condition was
a significant predictor of moral judgments, ␤ ⫽ 0.20, SE ⫽ 0.09,
t(95.5) ⫽ 2.26, p ⫽ .026, such that agents who exerted high effort
were perceived as more moral (Mraw score ⫽ 8.18, SD ⫽ 1.04) than
those who exerted low effort (Mraw score ⫽ 7.71, SD ⫽ 1.21). When
adding perceived intention to the model, the effect of effort remained significant, ␤ ⫽ 0.18, SE ⫽ 0.09, t(99.2) ⫽ 2.09, p ⫽ .038,
demonstrating that the effect of effort on moral judgments was
independent of perceived intentions.
To test whether goal importance mediated the effect of effort on
moral judgment, following Baron and Kenny (1986), we regressed
perceived goal importance on effort condition, controlling for
perceived intention with random intercepts for subject and vignette, and random slopes for effort condition by vignette. Effort
condition was a significant predictor of perceived goal importance,
␤ ⫽ 0.34, SE ⫽ 0.08, t(5.6) ⫽ 4.21, p ⫽ .007, such that participants believed that the moral behavior was more important to
agents who exerted high effort (Mraw score ⫽ 8.16, SD ⫽ 1.10) than
agents who exerted low effort (Mraw score ⫽ 6.97, SD ⫽ 1.59) in
performing the behavior. Perceived intention was also a significant
predictor of perceived goal importance, ␤ ⫽ 0.26, SE ⫽ 0.05,
t(256) ⫽ 4.98, p ⬍ .001, such that the more the act was perceived
as intentional, the more important it was believed to be for the
agent.
To test the link between goal importance and moral judgment,
we regressed moral judgment on perceived goal importance and
perceived intention with random intercepts for vignette and subject. Perceived goal importance predicted moral judgment significantly, ␤ ⫽ 0.25, SE ⫽ 0.05, t(245.2) ⫽ 5.71, p ⬍ .001. No other
effect was significant (ts ⬍ 1). Finally, we regressed moral judgments on effort condition, perceived goal importance and per-
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ceived intention, with random intercepts for subject and vignette,
and random slopes for effort condition by vignette. While perceived goal importance remained a significant predictor, ␤ ⫽ 0.24,
SE ⫽ 0.04, t(233.9) ⫽ 5.40, p ⬍ .001, effort condition (t ⫽ 1.15)
and perceived intention (t ⫽ 0.82) were no longer significant
predictors (see Figure 4).
We repeated this mediation analysis with the bootstrapping
method (using the “mediation” package, Tingley, Yamamoto, Hirose, Keele, & Imai, 2014, 5,000 samples), testing the mediation of
the effect of effort condition on moral judgment by perceived goal
importance, while controlling for perceived intention. Due to the
analyses restrictions (i.e., the “mediate” package does not support
more than one level per model) in all mediation analyses, we could
specify only a random intercept for subject and a random slope for
effort condition by subject. To account for vignette variability, we
dummy coded the vignettes, with the vignette depicting returning
the wallet as the reference group. The casual mediated effect was
significant, ␤ ⫽ 0.08, 95% CI [0.04, 0.13], whereas the direct
effect was not, ␤ ⫽ 0.10, 95% CI [⫺0.07, 0.26]. These analyses
show that the effect of effort on moral judgment was fully mediated by perceived goal importance, even when controlling for
perceived intentions.
Social retribution, goal importance and intention. The correlation between moral judgment and social retribution was positive and significant, Mr ⫽ .34, SD ⫽ 0.09, p ⬍ .001. To test the
effect of effort on social retribution, we ran a mixed model
regression, predicting social retribution from effort condition, with
random intercepts for subject and vignette and random slopes for
effort condition by vignette. As expected, effort influenced social
retribution, ␤ ⫽ 0.28, SE ⫽ 0.08, t(23.5) ⫽ 3.34, p ⫽ .003, such
that agents who were described as exerting high effort were
assigned greater reward (Mraw score ⫽ 6.42, SD ⫽ 1.32) than agents
who were described as exerting low effort (Mraw score ⫽ 5.73 SD ⫽
1.03). The effect of effort remained significant when perceived
intention was added to the model, ␤ ⫽ 0.26, SE ⫽ 0.08, t(24.5) ⫽
3.05, p ⫽ .005.

Attributed goal
importance
β = 0.34

Perceived effort

β = 0.25
β = 0.18
(β = 0.01; n.s.)

Moral judgment

Attributed goal
importance
β = 0.34

Perceived effort

β = 0.20
β = 0.26

Social retribution

(β = 0.20)

Figure 4. Mediation of the effects of effort on moral judgments (top
panel) and social retribution (bottom panel) by attributed goal importance,
controlling for perceived intentions (Study 5).
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Next, we regressed social retribution on perceived goal importance and perceived intention, with random intercepts for
vignette and subject. Perceived goal importance was a significant predictor of social retribution, ␤ ⫽ 0.20, SE ⫽ 0.05,
t(273.6) ⫽ 3.77, p ⬍ .001, whereas perceived intention was not,
t ⫽ 1.31, p ⫽ .191. Following Baron and Kenny (1986), we
regressed social retribution on effort condition, perceived intention and perceived goal importance, with random intercepts
for subject and vignette and random slopes for effort condition
by vignette. Both perceived goal importance, ␤ ⫽ 0.16, SE ⫽
0.05, t(254.2) ⫽ 3.00, p ⫽ .003, and effort condition, ␤ ⫽ 0.20,
SE ⫽ 0.08, t(37.7) ⫽ 2.41, p ⫽ .021, remained significant
predictors. Perceived intentions, on the other hand, was not a
significant predictor, t ⫽ 1.07 (see Figure 4).
We proceeded to use the bootstrapping method (Tingley et al.,
2014; 5000 samples), testing the mediation of the effect of effort
condition on social retribution by perceived goal importance, while
controlling for perceived intention. Due to the analyses restrictions, we used a random intercept for subject, and a random slope
for effort condition by subject. To account for vignette variability,
we dummy coded the vignettes, with the vignette depicting returning the wallet as the reference group. The casual mediated effect
was significant, ␤ ⫽ 0.06, 95% CI [0.02, 0.10], as well as the
direct effect, ␤ ⫽ 0.20, 95% CI [0.04, 0.36]. These analyses show
that the effect of effort on social retribution was partially mediated
by perceived goal importance, even when controlling for perceived
intentions.

Study 6
Study 6 was designed to address three issues. First, it is possible
that the perceived outcome of effortful moral behaviors is more
positive than the perceived outcome of effortless moral behaviors.
Such differences in perceived outcomes, if they exist, could account for the effects of effort on judgment. Although this issue was
addressed to some extent in Study 3, where actions led to no
concrete outcomes, we wanted to address this issue directly in
Study 6. Therefore, we directly assessed the perceived outcomes of
behavior.
Second, intentions can refer to the expectation that an action
would have a specific outcome or to the desire for the outcome
(Cushman, 2008). In Study 5, we were able to show that the
effects of effort persisted when controlling for the first aspect of
intention, by assessing agents’ expectations that their behavior
would have the intended outcome. In Study 6, we tested
whether the effects of effort persisted when controlling for the
second aspect of intention, by assessing the agent’s desire for
the outcome. Finally, we wanted to test whether the mediating
role of goal importance found in Study 5 replicates in another
sample with within-subject design.

Method
Participants. Participants were 140 (59.3% male; Mage ⫽
33.40, SD ⫽ 10.28) Amazon MTurk workers. Participants received $1 in return for their participation. Eight participants failed
to answer attention checks correctly and were excluded from the

analysis. Results remain unchanged when these participants were
included in the analysis.
Materials.
Moral vignettes. We used the four moral vignettes used in
Study 2 (i.e., returning a lost wallet, giving a ride, helping with
groceries and helping underprivileged children).
Manipulation check, attention checks, moral judgments, social retribution, goal importance, and perceived intentions. We
used the same measures as we did in Studies 2–5 for the effort
manipulation check (Mr ⫽ .60, SD ⫽ 0.09) and social retribution
(Mr ⫽ .68, SD ⫽ 0.09). We used the three items used in Study 3
to measure moral judgment (M␣ ⫽ 0.73, SD ⫽ 0.09). Goal
importance was measured with the following item, “How important was it for X to A?” (e.g., “How important was it for Jacob to
return the wallet?”; 1 ⫽ not at all; 9 ⫽ extremely). Perceived
intentions were assessed with the following item: “To what extent
do you think X intended to A?” (e.g., “to what extent do you think
Jacob intended to return the wallet?”; 1 ⫽ not at all; 9 ⫽ extremely). Finally, we measured perceived outcome with the following question: “How would you describe the outcome of x’s
behavior?”(1 ⫽ extremely negative; 9 ⫽ extremely positive). We
used the same attention checks as in Studies 1–3.
Procedure. The procedure was identical to the procedure in
Studies 1–3.

Results and Discussion
We ran all the regression analyses reported below using mixed
model regression (in R, using the “lme4” package). We coded the
effort condition (⫺1 ⫽ low effort condition; 1 ⫽ high effort
condition). Because the analysis provides only unstandardized
coefficients, we standardized all dependent variables, such that the
coefficients of the regression are equivalent to standardized coefficients, and the computed coefficients are equivalent to betas and
reported as such.
Manipulation check. To test the efficacy of our effort manipulation, we ran a mixed model regression, predicting standardized perceived effort from effort condition, with random intercepts
for subject and vignettes, and random slopes for effort condition by
subject and by vignette. As expected, effort condition was a
significant predictor of perceived effort, ␤ ⫽ 0.61, SE ⫽ 0.06,
t(4.5) ⫽ 10.47, p ⬍ .001, such that agents in the low effort
condition were perceived as exerting less effort (Mraw score ⫽ 3.47,
SD ⫽ 2.02) than those the high effort condition (Mraw score ⫽ 6.39,
SD ⫽ 1.70), confirming the efficacy of our effort manipulation.
Perceived goal importance and intention. To test the distinctiveness of perceived goal importance and perceived intentions, we calculated the correlation between the two for each
version of each vignette. The average correlation was moderate,
r ⫽ .42, SD ⫽ 0.15, showing that the constructs were related, but
not perceived as identical.
Effort, intention, and outcome. To test whether our effort
manipulation affected attributions of intention and perceptions of
outcome severity, we ran two analyses, the first predicting perceived intentions and the second predicting perceived outcome by
the effort condition. In both analyses, we specified random intercepts for subject and vignette, and random slopes for effort condition by vignette and subject. Neither of the analyses found a
significant effect for effort condition (predicting intention: t ⫽
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1.19; predicting outcome: t ⫽ 0.88). We found no evidence that
our effort manipulation influenced attributions of intention or
perceived outcomes.
Moral judgment and goal importance. To test the effect of
effort on moral judgments, we ran a mixed model regression,
predicting moral judgments from effort condition, with random
intercepts for subject and vignette and slopes for effort condition
by subject and by vignette. As expected, effort condition was a
(marginally) significant predictor of moral judgments, ␤ ⫽ 0.17,
SE ⫽ 0.04, t(2.6) ⫽ 3.39, p ⫽ .053, such that agents who exerted
high effort were perceived as more moral (Mraw score ⫽ 8.25, SD ⫽
0.95) than those who exerted low effort (Mraw score ⫽ 7.95, SD ⫽
0.85). The effect of effort remained significant even when adding
perceived intentions and perceived outcomes to the model, ␤ ⫽
0.12, SE ⫽ 0.03, t(372) ⫽ 4.42, p ⬍ .001, demonstrating that the
effect of effort on moral judgments was independent of perceived
intentions and perceived outcomes.
To test whether goal importance mediated the effect of effort on
moral judgment, following Baron and Kenny (1986), we regressed
perceived goal importance on effort condition, perceived intentions and perceived outcomes, with random intercepts for subject
and vignette, and random slopes for effort condition by subject and
vignette. Effort condition was a significant predictor of perceived
goal importance, ␤ ⫽ 0.08, SE ⫽ 0.03, t(169.6) ⫽ 2.57, p ⫽ .011,
such that participants believed that the moral behavior was more
important to agents who exerted high effort (Mraw score ⫽ 7.70,
SD ⫽ 1.38) than to agents who exerted low effort (Mraw score ⫽
7.32, SD ⫽ 1.59). Perceived intentions, ␤ ⫽ 0.29, SE ⫽ 0.04,
t(347.9) ⫽ 7.48, p ⬍ .001, and perceived outcomes, ␤ ⫽ 0.33,
SE ⫽ 0.04, t(487.2) ⫽ 8.55, p ⬍ .001, were also significant
predictors of perceived goal importance, such that the more the
agent intended for the outcomes to occur the more extreme the
perceived outcome, and the more important it was for the agent.
To test the link between goal importance and moral judgment,
we regressed moral judgment on perceived goal importance, perceived intentions and perceived outcomes, with random intercepts
for subject and vignette, and random slopes for perceived goal
importance by subject and by vignette. Perceived goal importance
predicted moral judgment, ␤ ⫽ 0.27, SE ⫽ 0.04, t(119.2) ⫽ 5.76,
p ⬍ .001. Perceived intentions, ␤ ⫽ 0.11, SE ⫽ 0.03, t(513.9) ⫽
3.22, p ⫽ .001, and perceived outcomes, ␤ ⫽ 0.41, SE ⫽ 0.04,
t(518.5) ⫽ 11.04, p ⬍ .001, predicted moral judgment as well, but
their effects were independent of goal importance. Finally, we
regressed moral judgment on effort condition, perceived goal
importance, perceived intentions and perceived outcomes, with
random intercepts for subject and vignette, and random slopes for
effort condition by subject and vignette. All four predictors were
significant, effort: ␤ ⫽ 0.09, SE ⫽ 0.03, t(373.8) ⫽ 3.83, p ⬍ .001;
goal importance: ␤ ⫽ 0.22, SE ⫽ 0.04, t(506.4) ⫽ 5.82, p ⬍ .001;
intention: ␤ ⫽ 0.10, SE ⫽ 0.03, t(187.3) ⫽ 3.04, p ⫽ .002;
outcome: ␤ ⫽ 0.44, SE ⫽ 0.04, t(512.1) ⫽ 12.11, p ⬍ .001,
suggesting partial mediation by goal importance (see Figure 5).
We repeated this mediation analysis with the bootstrapping
method (using the “mediation” package, Tingley et al., 2014, 5,000
samples), testing whether perceived goal importance mediated the
effect of effort on moral judgment, controlling for perceived intentions and perceived outcomes. Due to the analyses’ restrictions,
we specified a random intercept for subject and a random slope for
effort condition by subject. To account for vignette variability, we
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Figure 5. Mediation of the effects of effort on moral judgments (top
panel) and social retribution (bottom panel) by attributed goal importance,
controlling for perceived intentions and perceived outcome extremity
(Study 6).

dummy coded the vignettes, with the vignette depicting returning
the wallet as the reference group. The causal mediated effect was
significant, ␤ ⫽ 0.02, 95% CI [0.004, 0.03], as was the direct
effect, ␤ ⫽ 0.10, 95% CI [0.05, 0.15], indicating that the effect of
effort on moral judgment was partially mediated by perceived goal
importance, even when controlling for perceived intentions and
perceived outcomes.
Social retribution, goal importance and intentions. The
correlation between moral judgment and social retribution was
positive and significant, Mr ⫽ .60, SD ⫽ 0.08, p ⬍ .001. To test
the effect of effort on social retribution, we ran a mixed model
regression, predicting social retribution from effort condition, with
random intercepts for subject and vignette, and random slopes for
effort condition by subject and vignette. As expected, effort influenced social retribution, ␤ ⫽ 0.25, SE ⫽ 0.03, t(8.0) ⫽ 8.10, p ⬍
.001, such that agents who were described as exerting high effort
were assigned greater reward (Mraw score ⫽ 7.6, SD ⫽ 1.21) than
agents who were described as exerting low effort (Mraw score ⫽
6.96, SD ⫽ 1.30). The effect of effort remained significant when
perceived intentions and perceived outcomes were added to the
model, ␤ ⫽ 0.22, SE ⫽ 0.04, t(2.3) ⫽ 5.23, p ⫽ .026.
Next, we tested the link between goal importance and social
retribution, we regressed social retribution on perceived goal importance, perceived intentions and perceived outcomes, with random intercepts for subject and vignette and random slopes for
perceived goal importance by subject and by vignette. Perceived
goal importance significantly predicted social retribution, ␤ ⫽
0.15, SE ⫽ 0.05, t(21.5) ⫽ 2.83, p ⫽ .010. Perceived intention,
␤ ⫽ 0.17, SE ⫽ 0.04, t(454.5) ⫽ 4.08, p ⬍ .001, and perceived
outcomes, ␤ ⫽ 0.20, SE ⫽ 0.04, t(402.0) ⫽ 4.76, p ⬍ .001, also
predicted social retribution. Finally, we regressed social retribution
on effort condition, perceived goal importance, perceived intentions and perceived outcomes, with random intercepts for subject
and vignette and random slopes for effort condition by subject and
vignette. All four predictors were significant, effort: ␤ ⫽ 0.21,
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SE ⫽ 0.04, t(2.2) ⫽ 5.22, p ⫽ .028; goal importance: ␤ ⫽ 0.09,
SE ⫽ 0.04, t(487.8) ⫽ 2.36, p ⫽ .019; intentions: ␤ ⫽ 0.14, SE ⫽
0.04, t(478.0) ⫽ 3.63, p ⬍ .001; and perceived outcomes: ␤ ⫽
0.19, SE ⫽ 0.04, t(505.6) ⫽ 4.74, p ⬍ .001, suggesting partial
mediation (see Figure 5).
We repeated this mediation analysis with the bootstrapping
method (using the “mediation” package, Tingley et al., 2014, 5,000
samples), testing the mediation of the effect of effort condition on
moral judgment by perceived goal importance, while controlling
for perceived intentions and perceived outcomes. Due to the analysis’ restrictions, we used a random intercept for subject and a
random slope for effort condition by subject. To account for
vignette variability, we dummy coded the vignettes, with the
vignette depicting returning the wallet as the reference group. The
causal mediated effect was significant, ␤ ⫽ 0.01, 95% CI [0.001,
0.019], as was the direct effect, ␤ ⫽ 0.21, 95% CI [0.16, 0.26],
indicating that the effect of effort on moral judgment was partially
mediated by perceived goal importance, even when controlling for
perceived intentions and perceived outcomes.

Study 7
Our main goal in Study 7 was to test whether the effort people
exert in preforming moral and immoral behaviors can carry implications for real social judgments and behavior in moral contexts.
To do so, we created a situation in which people exerted either
high or low effort that had moral consequences, we then described
their behavior to a new group of participants and asked them to
indicate the degree of reward they deserve.
In the first phase of the study, we asked participants to complete
a series of math problems, and then we gave $5 to charity on their
behalf, in return for their participation. Participants in the low
effort condition performed a series of easier problems (e.g., “5 ⫹
9”), and participants in the high effort condition performed a series
of more difficult problems (e.g., e.g., “637 ⫻ 527”). In the second
phase of the study, we recruited a new sample of participants and
told them that in a prior study we conducted, participants solved a
series of math problems and in return for their participation, we
donated $5 to charity. Participants in one condition were shown
examples of the problems given to a participant in the low effort
condition, and participants in another condition were shown examples of the problems given to a participant in the high effort
condition. We controlled for possible effects of ability, time, and
perceived outcome, by telling participants that regardless of
whether responses were accurate or not, as long as the participant
worked for 5 min on the problems, $5 were donated to charity on
their behalf. Participants then rated to what extent they deserved a
monetary bonus for their behavior. At the end of the study, the
monetary bonus was paid to a random participant from the group
that was perceived as more deserving of the bonus.

Method
Participants. Eight university students (12.5% male, 87.5%
female; Mage ⫽ 23.50, SD ⫽ 0.76) participated in the first phase of
the study. In the second phase of the study, participants were 101
university students (42.6% male, 55.4% female, two did not report
their gender; Mage ⫽ 24.47, SD ⫽ 2.41). Four participants failed to
complete the survey and could not be included in the analysis.

Procedure. In the first phase of the study, 8 participants
completed one of two tasks in the laboratory, and we subsequently
donated ₪20 (⬃ US $5) to a charity of their choice (e.g., The Israel
Cancer Association). In the low effort condition, participants spent
5 min solving relatively easy math problems, involving addition of
two single digit numbers (e.g., “5 ⫹ 9”). In the high effort
condition, participants spent 5 min solving relatively difficult math
problems, involving multiplication of two three digit numbers
(e.g., “637 ⫻ 527”). A pretest (N ⫽ 32) confirmed that people
perceived the difficult math problems (M ⫽ 3.76, SD ⫽ 1.30, on
a scale of 1 ⫽ requires very little effort to 5 ⫽ requires a lot of
effort) as significantly more difficult than the easy math questions
(M ⫽ 2.20, SD ⫽ 0.94), t(30) ⫽ 3.85, p ⬍ .001, Cohen’s d ⫽ 1.38.
In the second phase of the study, an experimenter approached a
different group of participants at the university library. She told
participants that we have recently completed a study, in which
participants completed a math task, and that in return for their
participation, we donated ₪20 to charity. We then told participants
about one of these prior participants. Participants in the low effort
condition, were told about one participant who completed the
easier math problems, whereas participants in the high effort
condition were told about one participant who completed the more
difficult math problems. In each condition, participants were told
that the participant was asked to try to solve a series of math
questions for 5 min, and that regardless of whether they were able
to solve the questions accurately or not, $5 were donated to charity
on their behalf. Participants were shown examples of the type of
problems the prior participant was asked to solve.
We then told participants that 10% of the participants in the
previous study will receive a ₪100 (⬃ US $25) bonus. Participants
completed an effort manipulation check, and then indicated the
extent to which they thought the monetary bonus should go to the
specific participant they were told about (“To what extent would
you recommend that we give X the bonus?”; 1 ⫽ not at all; 9 ⫽
extremely), knowing that their recommendation will determine
who would receive the bonus. At the end of the study, 10% of
participants from the group that was rated as more deserving of the
bonus received the monetary compensation, as promised.
Effort manipulation check. We used the same measures as
we did in Studies 1– 6 (Mr ⫽ .75).

Results and Discussion
Manipulation check. To test the efficacy of our effort manipulation, we ran an independent samples t test, predicting perceived effort from effort conditions. As expected, we found a
significant effect for condition, t(95) ⫽ 8.81, p ⬍ .001, Cohen’s
d ⫽ 1.78. Participants thought the participant in the high effort
condition exerted more effort (M ⫽ 5.50, SD ⫽ 1.70) than the
participant in the low effort condition did (M ⫽ 2.62, SD ⫽ 1.51),
confirming the efficacy of our effort manipulation.
Bonus recommendations. To test the effect of the effort
manipulation on bonus recommendations, we ran a simple regression, predicting moral judgments from effort conditions (low effort ⫽ ⫺0.5; high effort ⫽ 0.5). As expected, we found a significant effect for effort condition, ␤ ⫽ 0.21, t(93) ⫽ 2.12, p ⫽ .036.
Participants in the second phase of the study believed that participants in the high effort condition were more deserving of the
monetary bonus (M ⫽ 6.27, SD ⫽ 1.79) than were participants in
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the low effort condition (M ⫽ 5.49, SD ⫽ 1.87). This result
demonstrates that perceived effort affects not only the extent to
which people perceive others as moral, but also how they reward
them for it.
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General Discussion
The current investigation provides the first empirical support for
the idea that perceived effort affects moral judgment. Agents who
exerted high (vs. low) effort in preforming immoral behaviors
were judged as less moral, whereas agents who exerted high (vs.
low) effort in preforming moral behaviors were judged as more
moral. Perceived effort amplifies moral judgment, by serving as an
index of goal importance, such that a moral or immoral behavior
is perceived as more important to agents who exert more effort in
performing it. Furthermore, we were able to show that the effect of
effort goes beyond moral judgment and impacts the tendency to
punish or reward. Our studies demonstrated that perceived effort
amplifies moral judgments related to immoral (Studies 1–2) or
moral (Studies 2–7) behaviors. The effect of effort was independent of the consequences of the behavior (Study 3). The effect was
mediated by perceived goal importance (Studies 4 – 6), and was
independent of perceived intentions (Studies 4 – 6) and of perceived outcome severity (Study 6). Finally, we were able to show
that the effect carries real tangible implications (Study 7). Such
patterns were found using both within-subject (Studies 1, 2, 3, 6)
and between-subjects (Studies 4, 5, 7) designs, using both online
(Studies 1, 2, 3, 6) and student (Studies 4, 5, 7) samples, establishing the generalizability of our findings.

Theoretical Implications: Perceived Motivation and
Moral Judgments
Moral judgment involves an attempt to read the mind of an
agent and understand the mental processes and characteristics that
underlie her or his moral behavior (e.g., Chakroff & Young, 2015;
Gray et al., 2012; Uhlmann et al., 2015). Because motivation plays
an important role in explaining behavior, inferences about motivation are likely to be important determinants of moral judgment.
Support for the role of motivational inferences in moral judgments
comes from research on intentions. People are judged more harshly
if they intended to perform an immoral act than if they did not,
regardless of the consequences of the act (Cushman, 2008, 2015).
Motivational inferences, however, should not be limited to
inferences about intentions (i.e., the content of motivation). People
also make inferences about the strength of motivation (Austin &
Vancouver, 1996; Gollwitzer, 1993). Research has shown that the
importance of a goal or the commitment to it can predict performance, above and beyond its content (e.g., Austin & Vancouver,
1996; Klein, Wesson, Hollenbeck, & Alge, 1999). In this respect,
effort is considered an index for the strength of motivation (e.g.,
Hollenbeck et al., 1989; Oettingen et al., 2001). Moral behavior is
one type of motivated behavior, and as such, could also be influenced by both the content and the strength of motivation (see
Heider, 1958). Our findings demonstrate the role of inferences
about motivational strength in moral judgment. In doing, so we
extend the explanatory model of moral judgment, and show how it
relates to key constructs in research on motivation.
Although both intentions and goal importance are important
aspects of motivation, they may differ on how easy they are to
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perceive and how reliable they are. First, they differ in how easy
they are to perceive. Intentions are a mental state, which may often
be difficult to assess. Effort, on the other hand, is often easier to
assess. We can see how long people spend on a task, how difficult
an undertaking is for them, and how much effort they exert. For
instance, when Don Quixote fights windmills, we can see how
much effort he exerts and how persistent he is. Second, information about intentions and effort may not be equally reliable. Even
if the agent declares her intentions, this declaration has no cost and
is easy to fake, and therefore may not be credible. People, therefore, tend to underestimate the intentions of others (Kruger &
Gilovich, 2004). In contrast, effort is costly and more difficult to
fake, and therefore tends to be more credible (see Henrich, 2009
for a similar argument on costly signals). Although both intentions
and effort are important signals, in daily life indices of effort may
be easier to detect and more credible than indices of intention.
Indeed, even toddlers (around 2 years of age), who do not yet have
a developed theory of mind (Wellman, Cross, & Watson, 2001),
are sensitive to how hard it is for an agent to help others, when they
judge how nice an agent is who refuses to help (Jara-Ettinger,
Tenenbaum, & Schulz, 2015).
We believe that thinking of moral judgments as attributions of
motivated behavior may prove informative. Indeed, it may be
possible to apply models of motivated behavior to better understand moral judgments. For example, given that different goals
compete with each other (e.g., Kruglanski et al., 2015), moral
judgments may be influenced not only by the strength of moral
goals, but potentially by their relative dominance over other goals.
This may uncover new ways to understand how people attribute
goal importance to moral agents.

Pragmatic Implications: Perceived Effort and
Social Retribution
We found an effect of effort on both moral judgments and social
retribution. The fact that effort can influence decisions about social
retribution has important pragmatic implications. First, information about effort may influence jurors who contemplate immoral
behaviors in court. Although intentions play an important role in
criminal law, as a sufficient indication of mens rea (a guilty mind,
e.g., Cook, 1917; Jeffries & Stephan, 1979), effort has not attracted
legal attention to date. Our findings, however, suggest that jurors
may assign weaker punishment to a defendant who exerted less
(vs. more) effort in executing a crime.
Second, in Study 7, we found that people believed that those
who worked harder for a moral outcome were more deserving
of a monetary reward. Such an effect may extend to other
decisions about social retribution for moral actions. For instance, information about effort may influence individuals who
serve on committees that assign awards for outstanding moral
achievements (e.g., the Nobel Peace Prize). Although members
of such committees typically focus on the consequences of
moral behaviors, they may nonetheless be influenced by information regarding the effort exerted in executing them. Our
findings suggest that considerations of effort may play a role in
decisions about both immoral and moral behaviors that have so
far gone undetected.
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Limitations and Future Directions
Our research has several limitations. First, our studies targeted
behaviors that involve moderate, but not extreme, digressions from
moral norms (e.g., minor theft, but not murder). It is possible that
the effect of perceived effort on moral judgment is not constant,
but rather changes with the scope of the moral digression. For
example, it is possible that effort might have less of an impact on
judgments based on extreme moral and immoral behaviors (e.g., a
murderer would be judged as negatively if he exerted high vs. low
effort). Future research should test this possibility, by comparing
extreme and moderate immoral and moral behaviors, while manipulating perceived effort.
Second, there may be a difference in the magnitude of the effect of
effort on judgments of moral and immoral behaviors, such that the
effect is larger for moral behaviors than immoral ones. Although this
requires further examination, there may be several reasons to expect
such an asymmetry. First, it is possible that exerting effort in itself is
considered moral (Furnham, 1984, 1990). Second, it is possible that
people automatically attribute high goal importance to agents behaving immorally. Finally, it is possible that effort, as a situational
characteristic of behavior, affects moral behavior more than immoral
behavior (Reeder & Spores, 1983). Situational demands affect judgments of moral behavior more than judgments of immoral behavior,
because people believe that situational demands can cause immoral
people to behave morally, more than they can cause moral people to
behave immorally (Reeder & Spores, 1983). Future research could
test these possibilities.
Third, we ruled out several alternative explanations for the effect of
effort on moral judgment and social retribution: Effects related to the
outcome (Study 3), effects related to the behavior (Study 4), and
perceived intentions (Studies 5– 6). Effort is often considered an index
of goal importance (Austin & Vancouver, 1996; Hollenbeck et al.,
1989; Oettingen et al., 2001), but it might reflect other attributions that
affect moral judgment. For example, effort might affect attributions of
moral agency. Moral agency refers to the degree to which people are
perceived as capable of doing right or wrong (Gray & Wegner, 2009).
People who are perceived as having more moral agency are judged
more positively if they perform a moral action, and more negatively
if they perform an immoral action (Gray & Wegner, 2009). When
agents exert more effort in performing a moral or immoral action,
observers may attribute more moral agency to them, which may
contribute to more extreme moral judgments. This possibility could be
tested in future research.
Fourth, we suggest that in certain situations, effort might be a more
reliable index for the agent’s moral motivation than intention is.
Future research should investigate what leads people to rely on effort
versus intention. For example, it is possible that when the agent is an
expert in the behavior he’s preforming (e.g., an experienced life guard
who easily saves a drowning person while off duty vs. an ordinary
person), effort might carry less weight in moral judgment. Additionally, it is possible that deception and distrust increase the value of
effort as a moral cue. In contrast, there may be cases where effort is
less informative. For instance, when certain behaviors become habitual, effort may be less diagnostic of moral character. It is possible that
if a person turned a specific moral behavior into a habit, which would
ultimately render that behavior less effortful, the person would be
judged as more moral, because habitual moral behavior reflect a moral

character. Future research is needed to identify and test such boundary
conditions.
Effort might also contribute to attributions of ability (Heider, 1958).
For example, when two agents perform the same task, but one exerts
high effort and the other low effort, people may attribute lower ability
to the agent who exerts high effort. We believe that ability is unlikely
to explain our findings, given that high effort should lead to lower
perceived ability, which should lead to less extreme moral judgments.
Nonetheless, if effort can contribute to perceptions of both goal
importance and ability, it is important to understand how such perceptions interact. There be cases in which inferences about ability and
about goal importance converge (e.g., I work hard because I have the
ability to do so) and others when they do not (e.g., I work hard to
compensate for lack of skill). Also, some people might be prone
to attribute effort to goal importance whereas others might be prone to
attribute effort to low ability (e.g., Shepperd, Arkin, Strathman, &
Baker, 1994; Surber, 1984; Touhey & Villemez, 1980). Similarly, it
is possible that people differ in how they use effort in moral judgment.
For example, people high in Protestant work ethics (Furnham, 1984,
1990) which includes “respect for, admiration of, and willingness to
take part in hard work” (Furnham, 1990), might rely more on effort
when making moral judgments than people low in Protestant work
ethics. These and related questions could be examined in future
research.

Conclusions
Moral character is not merely a function of moral intentions or even
moral behaviors, as the proverb goes “the road to hell is paved with
good intentions.” We consider the person responsible for the behavior
and her motives. Effort, in this respect, signals to a moral judge how
important it was for the agent to behave the way she did. Our
investigation demonstrates that the effort invested in immoral and
moral behaviors does not go unnoticed.
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Appendix
Vignette Examples
Study

High effort

Low effort

Study 1 (immoral)

While taking the subway home at the end of the day, Nate notices
a lady standing next to him with a big purse. The purse is shut
tight and out of his reach, so he reaches out to it unnoticed, and
struggles to open it. He takes the several $10 bills from the
purse and gets off the subway.

Studies 2, 4, 5, and 6
(moral)

Nate is taking the bus to work in the morning. He notices that a
woman who just got up to get off the bus has accidentally left
her wallet behind. The woman has already gotten off the bus,
and the bus is about to leave the station. Nate quickly picks up
the wallet, gets off the bus, runs after the woman and returns
the wallet to her; he then catches the next bus.
Nate is taking the bus to work in the morning. He notices that a
woman who just got up to get off the bus has accidentally left
her wallet behind. The woman has already gotten off the bus,
and the bus is about to leave the station. Nate quickly picks
up the wallet, gets off the bus, runs after the woman and
returns the wallet to her. The woman thanks Nate, but tells him
that the wallet is not hers. Nate then catches the next bus. The
wallet is empty and has no identification information, so Nate
gives it to the bus driver.

While taking the subway home at the end of the day,
Nate notices a lady standing next to him with a
big purse. The purse is wide open and within
reach, so he simply puts his hand in the purse. He
takes the several $10 bills from the purse and gets
off the subway.
Nate is taking the bus to work in the morning. He
notices that a woman who just got up to get off
the bus has accidentally left her wallet behind. The
woman is still on the bus, so Nate quickly picks
up the wallet and returns it to the woman before
she gets off the bus.
Nate is taking the bus to work in the morning. He
notices that a woman who just got up to get off
the bus has accidentally left her wallet behind. The
woman is still on the bus, so Nate quickly picks
up the wallet and returns it to the woman before
she gets off the bus. The woman thanks Nate, but
tells him that the wallet is not hers. The wallet is
empty and has no identification information, so
Nate gives it to the bus driver.

Study 3 (moral, behavior
fails to have intended
outcome)
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