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Table 1. Theoretical conceptualization and methodological operationalization of fake 
experts in previous literature



Study Label Actors’ intentions Actors’ traits Actors’ performances Discursive content 
characteristics 

Audience 
subjectivity 

Diethelm & 
McKee 
(2009) 

Fake experts Supporting industry’s 
position (e.g. tobacco 
and fossil fuel industry) 
by counteracting 
evidence; Faith or 
ideology causing them 
to reject anything 
incompatible with their 
fundamental beliefs; 
Cast doubt on 
motivations of 
established experts and 
researchers; Greed; 
Eccentricity and 
idiosyncrasy (e.g. 
celebrity status)   

Individuals; Scientists 
recruited by the industry 
(e.g. “Whitecoats”); 
Public administration 
advisors; Not deterred 
by the extreme isolation 
of their theories, but 
rather see it as 
intellectual courage 
against the dominant 
orthodoxy and the 
accompanying political 
correctness 

Purport to be experts in 
a particular area; Links 
with the tobacco 
industry concealed 

Views are inconsistent with 
established knowledge; 
Denigration of established 
experts and researchers, 
with accusations and 
innuendo 

 

Washington 
& Cook 
(2011) 

Fake experts  Question raised: is a 
veterinarian or a 
mechanical engineer 
qualified to have an 
authoritative opinion on 
the complexities of 
climate science? 

 Claims purporting to prove 
there is not scientific 
consensus on human-caused 
global warming; Statements 
made with the apparent aura 
of scientific expertise (e.g. 
quantity of experts) 

Misleading 

Farmer & 
Cook 
(2012) 

Fake experts Fossil fuel industry 
identify, recruit, and 
trains scientists to 
participate in media 
outreach in climate 
science; Targeting 
mainstream media with 
a steady stream of 
material to undercut the 
conventional wisdom on 
climate science; to 
ensure that media 
coverage reflects a 
balance on climate 
science  

Neither climate 
scientists, nor having 
published any actual 
climate research (e.g. 
physicists and weather 
presenters); 
Sympathetic to your 
view 

Appear to be highly 
qualified  

Paints a picture of a 
scientific community still in 
strong disagreement and 
magnify their voices; 
Impersonating; Statements 
and reports with a long list 
of signatories; Active in 
making them part of your 
message 

 

Cook et al., 
(2017) 

Fake experts; non-
experts 

Casting, feigning, and 
manufacturing doubt 

Irrelevant expertise (e.g. 
worked in fields 

Appear to have relevant 
expertise 

Rhetorical use of a large 
group of fake expert casting 

Polarizing effect on 
climate attitudes 



unrelated to climate); 
Spokespeople; Tobacco 
industry; Fossil fuel 
industry 

doubt on the scientific 
consensus/expert agreement 
(e.g. Oregon petition); Lack 
of affiliations of ‘experts’;  
Impersonating;  
Misinformation technique  

through free-market 
support; Inoculation 
is effective  

Sorial 
(2017) 

Pseudo-experts; 
Denialism; Phoney 
experts 

Generating and 
manufacturing 
legitimacy for views 
that have otherwise 
been discredited; 
Rejecting a proposition 
about which there is a 
scientific consensus; 
Lending credibility to 
their views; Misleading 
audiences  

Do not have technical 
knowledge; Are not 
under legal or ethical 
obligation to conduct 
themselves in a 
professional manner by 
their profession 

Appear to have 
technical knowledge; 
Appearance of 
legitimate debate where 
none exists; Mimic and 
manipulate expertise; 
Expressing views from a 
position of perceived 
expertise 

Rhetorical arguments; 
Views are not legitimate or 
true, but they appear as 
though they are; Misleading 
scientific opinion  

Audiences’ expert 
assessments are 
based on who the 
person is and 
external features or 
signs of expertise; 
They are perceived 
as legitimate experts 
by the general 
public; Legal 
regulation of 
pseudo-expertise 
should protect 
individuals who rely 
on the information 
of professional 
bodies (e.g. 
disclaimers) 

Goldman 
(2018) 

Pseudo-experts  Not genuine experts  Ideologies are sets of 
propositions merely agreed 
to be facts-and by 
implication aren’t facts at 
all; Deceptions 

 

Cook 
(2020) 

Fake experts; Science 
Denialists; Denialist 
Scientists 

Casting doubt Possess little to no 
relevant expertise; 
Spokespeople; Private 
researchers without 
credentials required to 
publish climate research 
in peer-reviewed 
journals; No research 
expertise in climate 
science; 
Unqualified person or 
institution; A retired 
physicist  

Convey the impression 
of expertise; Seeming 
experts 

Casting doubt on the expert 
consensus on human-caused 
global warming; Bulk 
experts (e.g. declarations or 
letters signed by  large 
number of signatories); 
Fake debate, also referred to 
as false media balance; 
Argument from false 
authority; Presenting an 
unqualified person or 
institution as a source of 
credible information;  
Misinformation technique 

People’s tendency to 
attribute expertise to 
people they agree 
with  

Fuhrer et 
al., (2021) 

Pseudoexperts Trick people into 
thinking that they are 

Unable to fulfill the 
related novice-oriented 

Engages in behaviors 
related to novice-

Emphasize their diplomas 
and affiliation to certain 

Audience might be 
misled by the 



both able and willing to 
provide them with 
information on a topic; 
Seeks to be granted by 
non-experts; Political, 
ideological, and selfish 
ends;  

function, because they 
don’t have the required 
degree of knowledge 
skill in the domain; 
Unwilling to fulfill the 
novice-oriented 
function , because they 
do not want to comply 
with the norms inherent 
to the experts’ domain 
role; Free-riders 

oriented function of 
experts in a particular 
domain; Participate to 
the spread of 
misinformation; 
Undermine non-experts’ 
trust in experts; Are in 
competition with 
experts; Searching to 
take advantage of some 
of their epistemic 
landscape’s cracks and 
loopholes; Convince 
people that they possess 
the required skills and 
knowledge (i.e. 
legitimation challenge); 
Make their 
pronouncements 
attractive (i.e. 
attractiveness 
challenges) 

institutions; Nonscientific 
publishing, preprints, or 
predatory journals; 
Emphasize volume or 
quality of their contribution; 
Attractive content (i.e. 
relevance, telling people 
what they want to hear, 
favor claims that tap into 
people’s intuitions; 
oversimplify).  

claims; Fake experts 
flourish in areas in 
which outputs are 
either too vague or 
inscrutable for non-
experts; Unclear if 
audiences can assess 
experts’ skills and 
competence  

Schmid-
Petri & 
Bürger 
(2022) 

Fake experts;  False 
experts 

To create legitimacy; 
Sowing doubt; 
Undermine perceived 
consensus  

Spokespersons that do 
not possess any relevant 
scientific expertise;   
Real and reputable in 
his or her field; Ties to 
actors of the fossil fuel 
industry; Qualified in 
fields unrelated to 
climate science; Not 
climate scientists  
 

Convey the impression 
of expertise; Being sold 
as an expert 

Leipzig Declaration on 
Global Climate Change; 
Communication strategy of 
climate skeptics; 
Misinformation technique; 
Logical fallacies 

It capitalizes on 
communicators’ 
credibility, which is 
determined by the 
recipient’s 
perceptions of her or 
his expertise and 
trustworthiness; 
Impossible to 
evaluate if a 
scientific expert  is 
real and reputable in 
his or her field or 
whether this person 
should be sold as an 
expert; Pre-existing 
beliefs and 
worldviews 
determine climate 
attitudes; No 
supporting evidence 
for inoculation 



 

Martini 
(2023) 

Pseudo-experts; 
Quacks 

To fool; Promoting a 
product ;Sow doubt and 
stifle policymaking; 
Support an ideology 
with pseudo-evidence  

Not experts in the field 
of economics; 
Producers of pseudo-
science; Ability to 
speak and write in the 
language of scientists, 
and the knowledge of 
methodological and 
community practices in 
the field (i.e. 
interactional expertise) 

Appear to the lay public 
as experts (e.g. 
economists); Masks 
itself through language 

The products of pseudo-
expertise is pseudo-science; 
Highly technical scientific 
vernacular  

Pseudoscience is 
hard to recognize; 
General public (e.g. 
the educated and 
uneducated public) 
and special-interest 
groups (e.g. 
policymakers, 
business groups, 
NGOs); Best 
method to detect 
pseudoscience is 
being exposed to it 
and test oneself in 
debunking it; The 
more red flags one 
finds in an output, 
the more we should 
suspect we are in 
front of a case of 
pseudoscience; Red 
flags include the 
absence of peer 
review, the presence 
of bias, and a 
mismatch between 
the field of expertise 
of the author and the 
relevant field of 
expertise  


