
Biases in the Knowledge System –

from Academia to the Public and Back

Yonatan Dubi
Department of Chemistry
jdubi@bgu.ac.il

mailto:jdubi@bgu.ac.il


A Quick update on the situation in Israel
• On the 7/10/23, Hamas carried out a brutal attack against civilians, with well

documented crimes against humanity, with atrocities only seen before on the
eastern front during WW2, taking hostage more than 200 people, among them
documented 40 children and infants (their status unknown to date).

• Israel has no option but to eliminate Hamas in a de-Nazification campaign. The war
will end only when Hamas is no more, and its leaders and commanders either dead
or brought to trial.

• The IDF has the world’s best and documented record in preventing civilian casualties,
as inspected by NATO. We will continue this policy.

• Yet, as US president Biden acknowledged – there are casualties in war. The best way
to avoid unnecessary casualties is demand that Hamas lay down their arms and
surrender.
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From BGU’s Ethics Code:



What is “the truth”?

Mathematical truth – a statement that come out of the axioms

Physical truth – a statement reflecting observations of the world 
(Spinoza’s Facie Naturae)



How do we “know”?



1. Knowledge from the divine



2. Knowledge from authority



3. Knowledge from observation





4. Knowledge from Logic



Observation

ThesisPrediction 

logic

The never-ending circle 
of scientific inquiry





The Knowledge system

Alex Epstein



• Researchers

• Synthesizers  - what’s important? what’s valid? 

• Disseminators (News outlets, Media)

• Evaluators – What to do?

The Knowledge system (following Epstein)



The Knowledge system (following Epstein)

Researchers Synthesizers Disseminators Evaluators



Researchers

• Academic pressures (publication, promotion)

• Peer pressure (everyone wants to fit in)

• Political biases (selection bias)

• Funding

• Status

Incentives in the Knowledge system



Synthesizers  - what’s important? What’s valid? (IPCC – on climate)

• Limited by the knowledge accumulated by researchers…

• Political bias

• Public attention

• Self-preservation

Incentives in the Knowledge system



Disseminators (News outlets, Media)

• Politics & Agenda

• Financial incentives

Incentives in the Knowledge system



Evaluators – What to do? 

• Politics & Agenda

• Populism 

Incentives in the Knowledge system



The Knowledge system (following Epstein)

Researchers Synthesizers Disseminators Evaluators



Synthesizers - what’s important? What’s valid? (IPCC – on climate)

The Knowledge system (following Epstein)

Cold deaths                            Hot deaths

Zhao et al., The Lancet 2021



• Disseminators (News outlets, Media)

The Knowledge system (following Epstein)



• Disseminators (News outlets, Media)

The Knowledge system (following Epstein)





Total area
796,095 km2

https://doi.org/10.1155/2019/8281201

https://agris.fao.org/agris-
search/search.do?recordID=PK201600063
7

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.027
1626

• Only ~6% of Pakistan was flooded (still tough)

• Monsoon rains in Pakistan has been diminishing in strength and flow since the 

90s, well documented and studied (yet, not understood)

https://doi.org/10.1155/2019/8281201
https://agris.fao.org/agris-search/search.do?recordID=PK2016000637
https://agris.fao.org/agris-search/search.do?recordID=PK2016000637
https://agris.fao.org/agris-search/search.do?recordID=PK2016000637
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0271626
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0271626


Two inherent flaws in the Knowledge system



Researchers Synthesizers Disseminators Evaluators

1. Accumulated bias

Two inherent flaws in the Knowledge system



Researchers

Synthesizers

Disseminators

Evaluators
Funding

“expert 
advice”

publicity

Two inherent flaws in the Knowledge system

2. Knowledge system 
feedbacks



From evaluators to researchers : 
Funding for climate research

Overland & Sovacool, Energy Research & Social Science,
Volume 62, 101349 (2020)



Grieneisen & Zhang 
Nature Climate Change volume 1, 72–73 (2011)



Callaghan, Minx & Forster 
Nature Climate Change  10, 118–123 (2020)



The grand consensus



The grand consensus



Climate 2023, 11(11), 215; https://doi.org/10.3390/cli11110215

https://doi.org/10.3390/cli11110215


1) What is the consensus about? (Blurriness of the 
hypothesis)



2) What happened to Neutral papers? 

(1) explicit quantitative support of the AGW hypothesis,

(2) explicit non-quantitative support,

(3) implicit support,

(4) no position or uncertainty,

(5) an implicit rejection of the AGW hypothesis,

(6) explicit rejection without quantification,

(7) an explicit quantitative rejection



3) The “mellow abstract bias”

(out of 50 skeptic papers: ~50% would endorse the 
consensus defined by Lynas et al…)



Will this lead to restrictions?  

The (fictional) story of the bare-feet committee



From evaluators to researchers (2): 
The UNESCO-SDG document



https://en.unesco.org/sustainabledevelopmentgoals

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000380519









Researchers

Synthesizers

Disseminators

Evaluators
Funding

“expert 
advice”

publicity

What can be done?



What can be done?

• Be aware of the flaws in the knowledge system

• Actively pursue correcting these flaws!

• Science literacy is a must – at all levels of education



What can be done?

Personal level:

• Study philosophy of science

• Discuss it

• Be aware of your own biases! 



What can be done?

Institution level:

• Organize resistance! (like this conference…)

• Debate & Participate

• Object (vocally) 



What can be done?

National/Global level (very hard!):

• Participate in funding discussions & politics (yes, I know…)

• Engage in global discussions (media/journals/outreach)

• Object (vocally) 









Thank you for your attention!
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