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Salience and the Government Provision of Public Goods
Abstract
As part of larger interdisciplinary project on wildfire, this talk examines
the consequences of salience for the government provision of public
goods. Salience is a common behavioral bias whereby people's attention is
drawn to salient features of a decision problem, leading them to
overweight prominent information in subsequent judgments. We analyze
the case in which the public's demand for the good is distorted by salient
events and explore how salience influences public good allocation and
efficiency. We test whether salience affects the distribution of government
projects to reduce wildfire severity near wildland-adjacent communities.
Even though the occurrence of a wildfire likely reduces the severity of
future fires in the same area, it may increase the likelihood that fuels
management projects are placed nearby if wildfire events strongly
increase the salience of losses under future fires. We find strong evidence
that the salience effects increase the likelihood of fuels management
projects and use robustness checks to eliminate competing explanations
for our results. Moreover, the salience effect is stronger where people are
wealthier and better educated. The salience framework may also offer
insights into government responses to terrorism, natural disasters,
disease outbreaks, and environmental catastrophes.
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