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Markets are often praised for their efficiency, but they can also incentivize 
individuals to act against their moral convictions. This study quantifies the 
"price of conscience" in labor markets, investigating whether jobs 
requiring moral compromise offer higher wages. Using data from the 
National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 (NLSY97) and Occupational 
Information Network (O*NET), we conduct a longitudinal fixed-effects 
analysis to examine how conscience-related job characteristics influence 
wages. Our findings suggest that occupations demanding greater moral 
compromise provide higher wages, and this premium increases with age 
and education. These results extend prior experimental evidence on morals 
and markets into real-world labor market dynamics.
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ABSTRACT

OBJECTIVES

• ESTIMATION STRATEGY
Function f (w, Z; X) describes the relationship between wages, job attributes, 
and worker characteristics.
Cross-Sectional Model:

Worker Fixed-Effects Model: 

        is the natural logarithm of hourly compensation for worker i in 
occupation j at time t.
      is a set of observed worker-specific characteristics
      is the observed O∗NET conscience score.
     quantifies the compensating differentials for conscience compromised 
occupations.
     is year fixed-effect, for a pooled cross-sectional estimate of conscience score   
on wages.
      is an error term assumed to be iid or come from a low-order moving-average 
process.
       accounts for a vector of other O*NET occupational attributes that are known 
to influence wage outcomes.

FIGURES RESULTS

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
Our findings suggest that jobs requiring workers to compromise their moral 
beliefs offer a wage premium, with more experienced and educated workers 
demanding a higher price for such compromises. However, the relationship 
between conscience and wages is nonlinear, with the premium for compromising 
moral values exceeding the penalty for jobs aligning with one’s morals.
Over a hypothetical career from age 24 to 64, transitioning from an occupation 
in the 75th percentile (0.52) to the 25th percentile (0.77) on the conscience score 
results in an estimated lifetime earnings difference of $292,476 (95% CI: 
$159,914 to $425,294) in 2020 U.S. dollars. This reflects the price of conscience 
in labor markets, where workers value moral integrity differently—those willing 
to compromise it accept lower compensation than those who prioritize it highly.
While the price of conscience appears to increase with age and level of 
educational attainment, one mustn’t ignore the inverse conclusion that younger, 
less experienced workers and especially those with a high school diploma or 
less, are differentially compensated least for the compromise of conscience.
Future research should further explore causal pathways to better understand how 
markets affect moral reasoning across different worker groups.

We examine how markets may differentially compensate jobs that require 
workers to compromise their moral sense of right and wrong, allowing for 
the quantification of the price of conscience in labor market transactions.
In The Wealth of Nations, Smith (1776) recognized that workers are 
compensated for the loss of honor or the burden of disgrace. He writes: 
“Honour makes a great part of the reward of all honourable professions. In 
point of pecuniary gain, all things considered, they are generally 
underrecompensed... Disgrace has the contrary effect. The trade of a 
butcher is a brutal and an odious business; but it is in most places more 
profitable than the greater part of common trades. The most detestable of 
all employments, that of public executioner, is, in proportion to the 
quantity of work done, better paid than any common trade whatever.”
In the Poverty of Philosophy, Marx (1847) too noted that “virtue, love, 
conviction, knowledge, conscience” are lamentably tradable objects and 
priced in markets.
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Data and Methods
• Sample Data
NLSY97 (National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997) from the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) covers the years 1997-2021, 
tracking 8,984 individuals who were 13-17 years old in 1997 and 37-41 
years old in 2021. It provides detailed information on respondents, 
including demographic characteristics, family background, education, 
employment, income, health, and family formation. Key feature of 
NLSY97 is that it allows us to track all employment instances for each 
respondent using unique job identifiers.

O*NET (Occupational Information Network) is a comprehensive 
database developed by the U.S. Department of Labor that provides detailed 
information on job characteristics, required skills, and work environments 
across various occupations.
• Outcome Variable
All analyses is in logarithm of real hourly compensation in the NLSY97, 
which has been converted into 2020 U.S. dollars. This variable includes 
not only base hourly wages but also additional earnings such as overtime 
pay, tips, and bonuses, and it limited to between the real federal minimum 
wage and $150.
• Explanatory Variable
Our explanatory variable of interest is the conscience score of occupations. 
Responses are scored from 1 to 5, with 5 meaning a typical worker is never 
asked to compromise their conscience in a job.
• Control Variable
We control for factors affecting hourly compensation, including human 
capital, labor supply, and job characteristics from the NLSY97 sample, 
such as enrollment status, highest degree, years of unemployment, work 
hours, and job tenure. We also include indicators for union membership 
and self-employment. Additionally, we create occupation-specific controls 
using O*NET data, including indices for hazard, skills, social, care factors, 
and occupational autonomy, all standardized for easier interpretation.
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