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Abstract
Economic activity is often measured in production,
employment, income, consumption, and

contribution to gross domestic product. However,
when it comes to moral economy, these factors
require additional consideration: whether the
exchange is compatible with social justice, welfare,
reciprocity, and dignity. The article further develops
the concept of moral economy by introducing the
notion of attrition entrepreneurship. This term refers
to entrepreneurial activity that creates value through
the degradation of a person or society and the
following need for services to restore what has been
lost. The concept of attrition entrepreneurship is
applied to the example of unhealthy food and the
healthcare sector. The author argues that moral
economy should consider not only legality,
profitability, and employment but also who suffers
from a product or service, who pays for the damage,
and whether entrepreneurs benefit from the
deterioration of the population’s health. In addition,
the article proposes a set of measures for preventing
and compensating for the damage.

Keywords: moral economy; moral economics;
entrepreneurship; attrition entrepreneurship; public
health; unhealthy food; externalities; healthcare
economics; social welfare; economic ethics

I. Introduction
Modern economies are extremely efficient
in producing, consuming, and measuring material

wealth. Nevertheless, social success does not always
correlate with economic success. An activity can be
profitable, legal, and beneficial for business and the
state budget but significantly detrimental for
individuals in the long run.

This paradox is particularly evident in the
relationship between food markets and public
health. Processed foods, sugar-sweetened beverages,
salty and fatty snacks, and other products can be
legally produced and sold on the market. The
production process creates value by generating
revenues for  producers, employees, and
governments in the form of taxes. However, the
consumption of such products can lead to impaired
health and quality of life.

According to the World Health
Organization (WHO), unhealthy diets, including
diets high in processed foods, are a leading risk
factor for disease and disability. WHO highlights
ultra-processed foods with high levels of saturated
fats, free sugars, and salt as a significant threat to
health. An umbrella review published in The BMJ in
2024 analyzed 9.9 million participants and found
that exposure to ultra-processed foods was
associated with numerous health conditions,
although the authors noted inconsistencies in
evidence across different outcomes.

The question of whether to consider such
economic activity as socially productive is
complicated by the fact that it is challenging to
separate an individual’s choices and the impact of
the environment on these choices. The article
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attempts to answer this question using the concept
of moral economy.

II.  Moral Economy and the Ethical
Foundations of Markets

The concept of moral economy has a long
history in social sciences. In particular, James C.
Scott’s work, the moral economy of the peasant
focused on the relationships between peasants and
market traders. According to Scott, subsistence
production, social norms, and moral values should
be considered when studying market relations. Scott
argued that an individual’s decisions to sell or buy
are not based solely on the pursuit of profit but are
guided by broader social and moral principles.

The concept of moral economy is further
developed in modern studies, which emphasizes the
importance of ethical considerations in economic
relations. In particular, Carrier notes that moral
economy can be interpreted in different ways, and it
is not simply a synonym for “ethical economics.”
According to one of the interpretations, moral
economic activity implies reciprocal obligations
between market participants. Other approaches
highlight the importance of considering the impact
of economic activity on society and the ethical
principles that should guide economic decisions.

In this sense, the role of moral economy is to
go beyond a narrow analysis of market mechanisms
and take into account the social responsibilities of
businesses. In other words, not market relations
themselves, but their impact on different population
groups is considered.

A conventional economic analysis of a

business would focus on whether the product is
legal, how many people are willing to buy it,
whether the producers are profitable, how many
employees are hired, and how much tax revenue the
state receives. A moral-economic analysis would
also consider whether the product is beneficial, who
benefits from it, who suffers from its production and
consumption, whether the costs of negative
consequences are justified, and whether businesses
have social obligations.
In particular, when assessing the moral and
economic costs of an activity, it is essential to
consider the long-term  consequences  of
consumption or use. If an individual buys a product
today and suffers from its consequences in ten years,
the economic benefits to the business and the
individual will be difficult to balance with the long-
term costs to health.

III.  From Moral Economy to Attrition
Entrepreneurship

The term attrition entrepreneurship is
proposed in this article to highlight the importance
of considering the long-term consequences of
economic activity for society. It is assumed that
such a concept can help analyze the relationship
between the food and healthcare sectors and identify
ways to minimize the negative effects of businesses
on public health.

The word attrition means a gradual decrease
or reduction. Therefore, attrition entrepreneurship
can be defined as economic activity in which the
generation of private profit is associated with the
gradual depletion of a particular resource or human
function. It is essential to note that the depletion of a
resource always leads to additional economic costs
for its restoration or replacement.

Attrition entrepreneurship can be illustrated
by the example of the food and healthcare sectors.
The production and sale of ultra-processed foods
with high levels of saturated fats, sugars, and salt
generate profits for businesses. However, the
consumption of such foods leads to the development
of  various diseases, requiring additional
expenditures for treatment and caring for health.

It is essential to emphasize that the
healthcare sector itself does not belong to attrition
entrepreneurship. Doctors, hospitals, and clinics are
not engaged in depriving people of health; on the
contrary, they aim to restore it. The problem is that
the food industry belongs to the category of
businesses that cause the gradual depletion of health
as a resource.

Thus, the key difference between attrition
entrepreneurship and conventional entrepreneurship
lies in the fact that the first type of activity leads to
the gradual depletion of a resource, which requires
additional costs for its restoration. This definition
highlights the importance of analyzing the long-term
economic and social costs of business activities.

IV. The Food-Health-Treatment Economic
Cycle

The food sector is one of the best examples
of attrition entrepreneurship. Modern society has
access to an unprecedented amount of cheap,
convenient, and delicious food. However, the
aggressive marketing of processed and ultra-
processed foods, their low cost, and their availability
in all types of retail stores lead to their regular
consumption.

According to WHO, aggressively marketed,
inexpensive, and accessible ultra-processed foods
with high levels of fat, sugar, and salt are harmful to
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health, and governments have a responsibility to
ensure  healthy food environments. WHO
emphasizes that processed and ultra-processed foods
should not be entirely excluded from the diet, but
their consumption should be minimized.

A simple illustration of the economic cycle
of food, health, and treatment looks like this: food
production, receipt of income by producers,
repeated purchase of products by consumers, the
development of health problems, and the need for
treatment.

In this cycle, the consumer is the one who
pays for food and, eventually, for treatment.
However, the costs of health problems may be borne
by the state in the form of high healthcare costs.
WHO emphasizes that unhealthy diets are a major
contributor to the global burden of disease and that
improving diets can reduce the burden of disease
and the costs of treatment for many health
conditions.

The problem of food and health is

complicated by the fact that consumers usually
make choices based on their preferences. If a person
chooses to eat unhealthy food, the responsibility for
the consequences of this choice lies with them.
However, this ignores the fact that the consumer’s
choice is not entirely free. Businesses use marketing
to shape consumer preferences, making unhealthy
food desirable and affordable.
In other words, the situation in which a person
suffers from health problems due to the
consumption of ultra-processed foods is the result of
both the consumer’s choice and the company’s
desire to maximize profits. Thus, both the individual
and businesses bear some responsibility for the
health consequences of food consumption.

V.  Advertising, Consumer Choice, and
Institutional Responsibility

The issue of food and health also raises the
question of the responsibilities of different social
groups. While individuals make choices about what
to eat, businesses use marketing to influence these
choices. The state can regulate both business
behavior and consumer demand. This creates
complex social relations in which different
institutions bear responsibility for health problems.

As noted above, WHO calls on
governments to take measures to create healthy food
environments. In particular, governments can
regulate marketing, introduce labeling of ultra-
processed foods, and provide subsidies for healthy
food. WHO also highlights the importance of
changing urban food environments, implementing

policies to promote healthy diets, and ensuring
access to healthy foods.

This suggests that the state bears the
primary responsibility for ensuring public health,
which also means that it is responsible for choosing
which businesses to support and which to restrict. At
the same time, businesses also bear some
responsibility for the impact of their activities on the
health of the population. In addition, consumers also
bear responsibility for their choices, which,
however, is limited by their dependence on
businesses and the state.

Thus, a morally just society should balance
the interests of different groups and ensure that the
benefits and costs of economic activity are
distributed as equally as possible. In particular,
businesses should benefit from activities that do not
cause long-term costs for society. At the same time,
businesses should be held accountable for the long-
term consequences of their activities.

VI.  Attrition Entrepreneurship and the
Economics of Medicine

The concept of attrition entrepreneurship
can also be applied to the healthcare sector. The
relationship between diseases and the costs of
treatment is similar to the relationship between the
consumption of ultra-processed foods and the costs
of the healthcare sector. In other words, the
appearance of a disease leads to additional costs for
treatment, which are usually borne by the state.

Healthcare is an essential component of
any functioning society. The existence of a
healthcare sector and its high costs are justified by
the fact that people will inevitably develop various
diseases throughout their lives. The state’s
expenditures on healthcare are high, but they are
necessary for society to function.

However, this does not apply to diseases
resulting from the deliberate avoidance of measures
to maintain health. The situation in which a person
deliberately ignores health problems in order to
enjoy the benefits of cheap and convenient food is
similar to smoking to enjoy the pleasures of nicotine
without paying the costs of lung cancer.

A similar relationship can be seen between
the costs of an individual and the costs of the state.
A person who smokes will suffer from lung cancer,
but the costs of treatment may be covered by the
state in the form of health insurance. In such a
situation, the individual will enjoy the benefits of
smoking without bearing all the costs of this
activity.

Therefore, it is essential to ensure that
people bear the full costs of their actions to
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minimize the negative consequences for society. In
particular, the state should use its resources to
ensure that individuals and businesses do not benefit
from behaviors that cause long-term costs for
society.

VII. The Organ Economy: A Necessary
Ethical Distinction

The original moral-economic dilemma also
raises the question of the relationship between the
organ economy and society. When it comes to the
value of human life, the importance of separating
business and ethics becomes evident. The value of
human life and the costs of transplant surgeries are
entirely subjective; however, businesses must
operate within the framework of the law.

Organ transplantation is a complex
procedure that requires the efforts of many
specialists. According to WHO, transplantation is an
essential medical procedure for saving and
prolonging the lives of patients with severe and life-
threatening conditions. The availability of transplant
services is limited by the constant shortage of
organs, which has led to the development of the
organ economy. The main source of organs for
transplantation is voluntary donation, which is
facilitated by the availability of alternative methods
of organ removal and pain relief.

According to the Declaration of Istanbul,
financial incentives for donating organs should be
avoided to prevent the exploitation of vulnerable
populations. In addition, the Declaration emphasizes
the importance of equal access to transplantation
services for all patients. These principles indicate
that businesses operating in the organ economy
should not seek to profit from the desperation of
people who want to extend their lives.

It is also essential to emphasize that the
organ economy is only one of the many ethical
issues related to the healthcare sector. The concept
of attrition entrepreneurship can be applied to other
areas of economic activity to highlight the costs of
various social problems. In particular, the organ
economy illustrates the importance of ensuring that
all individuals, regardless of their financial status,
have equal opportunities for survival.

VIII. Toward a Moral-Economic Evaluation
of Entrepreneurship
The concept of attrition entrepreneurship highlights
the importance of considering the long-term
economic and social costs of business activities. The
article proposes to evaluate entrepreneurship using
four main criteria.

8.1 Value creation

Entrepreneurship should be evaluated based on the
value created by the activity. In particular, it is
essential to consider the benefits for the population
in the long run.

8.2 Harm generation

In addition to value creation, it is essential to assess
whether economic activity leads to the depletion of
resources, the deterioration of health, and the
destruction of the environment.

8.3 Cost distribution

Another essential aspect is a moral assessment of
who bears the costs of economic activity. If the
costs of an activity are primarily borne by one
population group while another derives benefits
from it, this has negative social consequences.

8.4 Dependency on deterioration

The most critical factor in distinguishing attrition
entrepreneurship is the dependence of the
profitability of the activity on the deterioration of a
particular resource. In particular, the food and
healthcare sectors are examples of economic activity
in which the health of the population is gradually
depleted to generate private profit.

IX.  Policy Implications

The article highlights the importance of the
concept of attrition  entrepreneurship  for
policymaking. In particular, the analysis shows that
economic activity should be evaluated based on
long-term social and economic costs. This
conclusion can serve as the basis for developing
policies that minimize the negative effects of
businesses on society.

First, when evaluating the profitability of
businesses, it is essential to consider not only the
direct costs but also the indirect costs associated
with long-term consequences. In particular,
businesses should be held accountable for the social
and health costs of their activities. Second, it is
essential to ensure that businesses do not benefit
from the long-term deterioration of the population’s
health. In particular, the state should provide
economic incentives to businesses that do not
damage health and social security.

Third, social policies should focus on
minimizing the long-term economic costs of various
social problems. In particular, the state should
provide subsidies to vulnerable populations and
introduce restrictions on businesses that seek to
maximize profits by targeting these populations.
Fourth, a morally just society should ensure that
individuals bear the costs of their actions.

The food and healthcare sectors are just
two examples of businesses that cause long-term
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costs for society. The concept of attrition
entrepreneurship can be used to analyze other areas
of economic activity to identify opportunities to

minimize the negative effects of businesses on
society.

Moral Economics and the Theory of Attrition Entrepreneurship

When Economic Value is Generated Through the Depletion of Human Well-Being

1. PRODUCTION 3. HEALTH ATTRITION
2. CONSUMPTION (RISK & DISEASE)
Q

and the Creation of Markets to Treat the Consequences

THE FOOD-HEALTH-TREATMENT ECONOMIC CYCLE

A Cycle of Attrition and Remedial Markets

o Diabetes
n @ c-niwascuhr
-HI ol U © overvcor
Highly processed, Widespread and Increased risk and Medical

high sugar, salt

and unhealthy fats Driven by taste,

Aggressive marketing e Tyl Rehabilitation Devices & procedures
"”'.’,,':'i{f;?.'h':“" marketing environment Long-term care Health industries o DEPENDENCY ON
f\ DETERIORATION
$ Does continued profitability
k_ RESULT: PROFITS, TAXES & ECONOMIC GROWTH 7 R/ depond on the persistence
WITH HUMAN WELL-BEING IN DECLINE F sxpaowionof the hamts
v

frequent consumption

disease burden
Reduced quality of life

WHY THIS MATTERS (MORAL ECONOMICS PERSPECTIVE)

4. REMEDIATION
DEMAND

iR 9%

MORAL-ECONOMIC EVALUATION
OF ENTREPRENEURSHIP

o Qe VALUE CREATION
] a’ Does the enterprise create
5. TREATMENT \ J real and durable benefits
for individuals and society?

(2] HARM GENERATION
Does the activity directly
or indirectly contribute to
physical, psychological,
environmental, or social
deterioration?

B

COST DISTRIBUTION
Who pays for the

Diagnostics, drugs
Hospitalization

PRODUCTIVE ENTREPRENEURSHIP
P WHO BENEFITS? WHO PAYS? COST DISPLACEMENT DELAYED CONSEQUENCES MORAL RESPONSIBILITY Cimilen vabiwitiut wiicassay
@ @ Producers, retailers, Individuals, families, Health costs appear later L Consumption today, 9@ ¢ Institutions have destruction of human and sociel capacities,
"l advertisers, and ‘e heaithsystems, E and outside the original dusmetonoroe- IR beyond
shareholders often taxpayers, and future transaction - an markets treat them as. legal compliance vs.
capture immediate generations bear externality problem. separate events. and consumer choice.
profits. long-term costs.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS FOR A MORAL ECONOMY

&l

consequences?
Are costs internalized
in the market price?

Medical services
Insurance

ATTRITION ENTREPRENEURSHIP
Profits from preventable deterioration \‘\
and then from markets created I I 1
by that deterioration. n

|

REGULATE MARKETING
Protect children and vuinesable

COSTS
B educati
taxes and regulation

FISCAL POLICIES

USE HEALTH-ORIENTED EDUCATE ETHICAL
ENTREPRENEURS
Buid a culture of intergenerationsl
make heakthy responsibilty and human digaity

choices more affordable.

9 Discourage unhealthy
choices,

in entrepreneurship.

5

THE PURPOSE OF ECONOMIC SYSTEMS IS HUMAN WELL-BEING.

The most valuable entrepreneurship prevents avoidable harm while creating sustainable economic and social value.

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework of Moral Economics and Attrition Entrepreneurship: The Food-Health—
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X.  Conclusion

Moral economics provides a useful
framework for analyzing the long-term economic
and social costs of business activities. This approach
is particularly relevant when economic activity
generates private profits while inflicting long-term
costs on society. The article proposes the concept of
attrition entrepreneurship to illustrate the importance
of considering the social and economic costs of
businesses. In particular, the example of the food
and healthcare sectors shows that the profitability of
businesses is often achieved at the expense of the
population’s health.

However, the concept of attrition
entrepreneurship should not be used to stigmatize
businesses that operate in the healthcare sector.
While the healthcare sector plays a vital role in
maintaining and restoring health, its costs should be
justified by the benefits to the population. In other
words, a morally just society should ensure that
businesses do not benefit from activities that cause
long-term social costs.

The article concludes by noting the
importance of a morally informed economy for
entrepreneurship. The ultimate goal of any business
should be to create value without causing long-term
costs to the population. In this sense, the most
ethical form of entrepreneurship is not
entrepreneurship that seeks to maximize profits by
targeting social problems but entrepreneurship that
seeks to solve these problems.
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