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Résumé

We investigate experimentally whether individuals engage in moral accounting through
real effort, depending on whether or not they are directly responsible for an initial unjust
outcome. Participants were divided into a treatment group, where they had the option to
appropriate money designated for charity, and a control group, where the computer deter-
mined whether that money would be transferred to the participant. In the subsequent stage,
participants engaged in two real-effort tasks, one benefiting the charity and the other involv-
ing personal gain. Our findings reveal that individuals who personally took the money in
the first stage, compared to those who were unjustly enriched (when the computer allocated
the money to them), demonstrated a greater investment of effort in the task benefiting the
charity. This phenomenon, known as moral accounting, suggests that individuals attribute
more moral weight to their own decisions and are motivated to balance the scales by exerting
additional effort for the charity. These findings have implications for the efficiency of legal
frameworks, particularly in tort law versus unjust enrichment, as those who actively cause
harm might balance their harmful behavior through pro-social effort whereas those who are
simply unjustly enriched do not follow a similar pattern. Thus, the findings provide a new
economic argument in favor of unjust enrichment lawsuits, as these seem to target individuals
who will not otherwise balance the unjust outcome on their own.
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