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Abstract

This paper develops a theoretical model of voters’ and politicians’ behavior
based on the notion that voters focus disproportionately on, and hence overweight,
certain attributes of policies. We assume that policies have two attributes and that
voters focus more on the attribute in which their options differ more. First, we
consider exogenous policies and show that voters’ focusing polarizes the electorate.
Second, we consider the endogenous supply of policies by office-motivated politi-
cians who take voters’ distorted focus into account. We show that focusing leads
to inefficient policies, which cater excessively to a subset of voters: social groups
that are larger, have more distorted focus, are more moderate, and are more sen-
sitive to changes in a single attribute are more influential. Finally, we show that
augmenting the classical models of voting and electoral competition with focusing
can contribute to explain puzzling stylized facts as the inverse correlation between
income inequality and redistribution or the backlash effect of extreme policies.
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