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Abstract

The concept of the “fake expert” has been used as a label to delegitimize established expertise but also refers to experts that are invoked to
support misinformation claims. This study examines how “fake experts” and their expertise are constructed in misinformation. Analyzing fact-
checked misinformation on climate change and COVID-19, we investigate how sources are framed as experts (RQ1), how their expertise is
linked to misinformation (RQ2), and to what extent these references are misleading or inaccurate (RQ3). Our findings show that expertise in
misinformation is shaped more by content and communicative context than by credentials alone. Misinformation employs rhetorical strategies
such as selective quoting and epistemic trespassing to create credibility. WWe propose a framework for identifying “illegitimate” expertise in mis-
information, integrating content- and actor-based indicators. This framework offers a structured approach for analyzing how misinformation

manipulates expert credibility and provides a foundation for future empirical research.
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Introduction

Misinformation has been regarded as a key threat to democ-
racies as it can lead to misperceptions, enhance cynicism re-
lated to conventional expert knowledge and institutions, and
fuel polarized cleavages in society (Bennett & Livingstone,
2020). Since misinformation is repeatedly considered one of
society’s top short-term risks (World Economic Forum,
2024, 2025), increasingly more research is available that tests
strategies to counter misinformation on, for example, climate
change (e.g., Maertens et al., 2020) and COVID-19 (e.g.,
Bowles et al., 2020). Yet, existing research on the content
and effects of misinformation and refutations often makes
assumptions about the nature of truth claims in false infor-
mation that are not supported by evidence.

Hence, although it is often assumed that misinformation is
devoid of expert references whilst featuring an emotionalized
and dramatized language (e.g., Damstra et al., 2021), it is
common for misinformation to contain references to fake or
illegitimate experts to legitimize truth claims (Hameleers &
Yekta, 2023; Yla-Anttila, 2018). As such, expertise can be
used strategically to signal proof for counter-factual truth
claims. By mimicking how expertise is signaled in established
news sources, misinformation can enhance its credibility. In
processing information, people tend to rely on heuristic cues,
such as expert sources, to determine its trustworthiness.
Exposure to seemingly truthful expertise can lead to uncriti-
cal acceptance of misinformation (Peng et al., 2023).

Especially in a communication context characterized by rela-
tivism toward facts (e.g., Van Aelst et al., 2017), the weapon-
ization of disinformation (Waisbord, 2018), and epistemic
vulnerabilities beyond disinformation (e.g., Labarre, 2025), it
is crucial to conceptualize how the signaling of expertise in
misinformation can exploit the current crisis of truth and
trust, and the increasing uncertainty of audiences to discern
between false and true information (e.g., Newman
et al., 2024).

However, to date, markedly little research relies on a criti-
cal and detailed mapping of how expertise, both legitimate
and illegitimate, is constructed in misinformation. Just like
the delegitimizing and weaponized label “fake news” surged
worldwide in recent years (Kalsnes, 2018), the labels “fake
expert” and “pseudo-expert” emerge increasingly more in
scientific (e.g., Cook et al., 2017; Schmid-Petri & Biirger,
2022) and public discourse (e.g., France24, 2023) around
identifying and countering misinformation. However, the
main unanswered question in this regard is: who are “fake
experts,” and how are they referred to in misinformation and
hoaxes constructed across different salient issues surrounded
by polarized and epistemic debates? In which settings are
references to expertise legitimate, and when is this boundary
crossed in misinformation?

Our study contributes to communication theory by offer-
ing a fine-grained conceptual framework of the variety of
ways in which experts are strategically used in
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misinformation to signal credibility and under which condi-
tions it is possible to classify these experts as illegitimate. The
developed framework can be informative for targeted media
literacy interventions that create awareness of how experts
can be used as strategic persuasion tools and herewith help
audiences to disentangle when references to expertise can be
trusted, or when they require further verification.

To address our research question, we conducted a case
study analyzing how experts and expertise are constructed in
fact-checked misinformation on climate change and COVID-
19. Specifically, we used a qualitative content analysis and
examined how sources in misinformation articles are referred
to and legitimized as expert authorities (RQ1), how these
experts are connected to the misinformation claims (RQ2),
and to what extent their references are out of scope, irrele-
vant, or inaccurate (RQ3). By answering these questions, we
provide a novel understanding of illegitimate expert claims in
misinformation, offering a foundation for future empirical re-
search on identifying misinformation and the strategic use of
expertise. Crucially, by looking beyond specific claims or
references to experts in the context of misinformation, we
aim to shed new light on the boundary conditions between le-
gitimate and illegitimate references to expertise.

The following section provides a literature review on how
fake experts have been conceptualized and operationalized in
previous research. Next, we outline the methodology and
present our findings. Finally, we conclude with a discussion
of the results, including a proposed conceptual model of
“illegitimate experts” that captures the complexities and
context-bound nature of expertise in misinformation.

Literature review

Based on a literature review, we examine how fake experts
have been conceptualized and operationalized in communica-
tion science and adjacent fields, highlighting both similarities
and points of divergence. Here, we consider the fake expert
label in the context of misinformation, which we define as in-
formation that is false based on relevant expert knowledge
and/or empirical evidence (also see Vraga & Bode, 2020). We
consider misinformation as an umbrella term that can refer
to both unintentionally false information and intentionally
false information, also referred to as disinformation
(Chadwick & Stanyer, 2022). Given that disinformation may
only be separated from misinformation by considering the
actors of dissemination and context of deception (see
Hameleers, 2023), we consider that the same false statements
may be considered as misinformation and disinformation
depending on the intentions, knowledge, and goals of the
communicator. This point also calls for the comprehensive
integration of the fake expert literature in misinformation
studies: By revealing how experts may be quoted and used in
misinformation to substantiate and legitimize false claims, we
may better understand the context of deception that shapes
the dissemination of false information. Importantly, we focus
on how experts are used as credibility signaling cues within
misinformation to support the claims that are made. We do
not necessarily study how established sources of knowledge
or science are referred to as “fake” in misinformation. In
other words, our study extends beyond the use of the weap-
onized “fake” label that functions as a communication strat-
egy to erode trust in established institutions (Egelhofer &
Lecheler, 2019; Waisbord, 2018). Instead, we investigate the
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legitimacy of appeals to expertise in misinformation that aim
to enhance the credibility of false narratives.

The following sections of this literature review will further
discuss the state-of-the-art in scholarly debates around fake
experts by discussing the following central elements: (1) the
ontological understandings of fake experts, highlighting simi-
larities and differences in previous literature; (2) the context-
dependent nature of fake expert references; (3) the role of the
public in identifying fake experts; and (4) the limitations of
labeling practices.

The ontological understanding of fake experts is
divergent across research

While a large body of research is available on experts and ex-
pertise (e.g., Collins & Evans, 2008; Goldman, 2018), mark-
edly limited research is available that conceptualizes fake
experts. This is especially the case for communication theory
and misinformation scholarship, which only refers to experts
and expertise in generic ways without considering the contex-
tual embedding of expert claims and references. Even more
so, when discussing fake experts, existent research has not
been consistent in its conceptualizations and operationaliza-
tions (Sorial, 2017). The label “fake” is often associated with
deceit, false, and ingenuine intent (e.g., Hameleers & Yekta,
2023), just like fake news is often associated with false, inac-
curate, misleading, or deceitful information (e.g., Kalsnes,
2018). However, previous research presents divergent onto-
logical understandings of what constitutes a fake expert. In
this section, we examine how the ontological origins of fake
expertise stem from different sources and how its ontological
properties vary, encompassing actors’ incentives, traits, per-
formances, discursive content characteristics, and audience
perceptions. Here, we understand ontologies generally as the
perceived structure and nature of (theoretical) objects, refer-
ring to the study of attributes attached to things (e.g.,
Guarino et al., 2019). These “things,” in the case of our
study, are fake experts.

Ontological origins

The ontological origins of fake in the fake expert label comes
from different existential sources, which span epistemologi-
cal, ethical, and legal dimensions. The majority of research is
rooted in the first, epistemological dimension, and is con-
cerned with how expertise is acquired. For example, discus-
sions about how expertise can be recognized and evaluated
(Goldman, 2018) and what constitutes scientific knowledge
and practice relate to the epistemological ontology. In the
context of misinformation, accusations that the actor’s exper-
tise is inconsistent with established knowledge (e.g.,
Washington & Cook, 2011) or that they lack scientific cre-
dentials (e.g., Cook, 2020) both stem from the epistemologi-
cal dimension of expertise. Thus, fake here relates to actors
that do not possess the right knowledge and/or expertise.

The second ethical dimension is concerned with the moral
principles, responsibilities, and values related to being an ex-
pert. Discussions about actors’ intentions, for example hon-
esty or deceit, are rooted in the ethical ontology. For
instance, actors’ ties with the fossil fuel industry (e.g.,
Schmid-Petri & Biirger, 2022), accusations of purporting,
manufacturing, impersonating, and fabricating (e.g.,
Washington & Cook, 2011), and pseudo-expert discourse
(Sorial, 2017) stem from the ethical dimension. These experts
do not aim to inform but are driven by self-interest.
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Accordingly, in this context, fake refers to actors that operate
with unethical intentions. This dimension is strongly inter-
twined with the distinction between misinformation and dis-
information: Although misinformation is not driven by the
intention to deceive, disinformation revolves around the ma-
nipulative intent of malicious actors.

The third legal dimension involves legal definitions, con-
cepts and frameworks that provide clarity about the legality
and legitimacy of fake experts. It relates to discussions about
fraud and free speech (e.g., Sorial, 2017). For example, a
question belonging to this dimension is whether pseudo-
experts engaging in deceptive conduct should be legally regu-
lated or not (Sorial, 2017). Another question is whether aca-
demics can speak outside their expertise due to their
academic freedom. In the legal context, fake or pseudo refers
to actors that generate support for views that have been
widely discredited and whose speech should befis le-
gally regulated.

Overall, the fake expert label encompasses multifaceted on-
tological dimensions including epistemological, ethical, and
legal understandings. While the epistemological dimension
focuses on the acquisition and evaluation of expertise, the
ethical dimension addresses moral principles and intentions,
whereas the legal dimension navigates the legality and legiti-
macy of such actors.

Ontological properties

The ontological origins of fake experts are not only diverse
but also diverge in whether the label refers to an actor’s inten-
tions, traits, performances, discursive content characteristics,
or audience perceptions. Table S1 in the Supplemental
Materials provides an overview of how previous research has
conceptualized and operationalized fake experts and equiva-
lent terms. As a systematic review is beyond the scope of this
research, the list is not exhaustive. However, we purposively
selected articles based on their relevance to the topic, using
keywords such as “fake experts,” “pseudo-experts,” and
“false experts.” This overview clearly demonstrates that the
understanding of fake experts is often ontologically incongru-
ent within and across studies. Evidently, fake experts encom-
pass multiple ontological properties, ranging from the actor
to the content, and audience perception. For example, within
studies, fake experts are conceptualized as both actors with
malicious intent, but also as a discursive device—textual and
rhetorical tools used to create doubt, challenge scientific con-
sensus, and influence public perception (Cook et al., 2017;
Schmid-Petri & Biirger, 2022). As such, beyond labeling indi-
viduals as fake experts, the discursive device concept high-
lights how communication can be strategically employed to
create a false sense of expertise and authority. Having said
this, we can also observe patterns in how these ontological
properties are theorized.

First, the actors’ intentions can be summarized as casting
doubt on established science to generate legitimacy for views
consistent with corporate interests (e.g., tobacco or fossil fuel
industry) or one’s own fundamental beliefs (e.g., ideology, re-
ligion), driven by personal convictions or selfish ends (e.g.,
greed, celebrity status). The epistemological ontology of the
intentions emphasizes science as a reliable source of expertise
(e.g., established knowledge, scientific consensus), whereas
the ethical ontology highlights the intention to engage in de-
ceitful behavior (e.g., tricking, manipulating). However, it
must be noted that an actor’s intent is difficult to detect as an
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outsider, especially without being aware of the full context in

which claims are made. There are only a few cases where an

actor’s intent has surfaced. For instance, Oreskes and

Conway (2011) document how internal records from the to-

bacco industry revealed a deliberate strategy to manufacture

doubt about the health risks of smoking, despite clear scien-
tific evidence.

Second, the actors’ traits relate to the actors’ job descrip-
tions, personality traits, and communicative characteristics. It
is remarkable that on the one hand, fake experts are charac-
terized as scientists, while simultaneously quite the opposite
as non-scientists. Fake experts can be scientists recruited by
the industry (e.g., “Whitecoats”'; Diethelm & McKee, 2009)
or scientists with irrelevant expertise unrelated to the scien-
tific domain, possibly reputable in another field (e.g., physi-
cists communicating about climate science; Farmer & Cook,
2013, or Dr Vosloo, a heart surgeon making misleading
claims about epidemiology and COVID-19; AFP Fact Check,
2021). They can also be private researchers without the cre-
dentials required to publish in peer-reviewed journals (Cook,
2020), whilst possibly with extensive knowledge of the meth-
odology and community practices in the respective scientific
domain (e.g., Martini, 2023). Conversely, fake experts are
described as actors with a lack of technical knowledge or rel-
evant (scientific) expertise (e.g., Sorial, 2017). This distinc-
tion highlights that conceptual definitions are inconsistent
regarding whether they include:

1) “epistemic trespassers,” which are “thinkers who have
competence or expertise to make good judgments in one
field, but move to another field where they lack
competence-and pass judgment nevertheless” (Ballantyne,
2019, p. 367);

2) actors with “interactional expertise,” who are able to
speak the language of the community and produce scien-
tific writing and speech, but which is not based on scien-
tific methods and practices like peer-review (Collins &
Evans, 2008; Martini, 2023);

3) actors with scientific credentials but expertise unrelated
to the domain in question (e.g., signatories of the
Leipzig Declaration on climate change, who had ties to
the fossil fuel industry or qualifications in unrelated
fields; Schmid-Petri & Biirger, 2022), or without scien-
tific credentials, yet presenting themselves as experts
(e.g., private researchers lacking the credentials to
publish in peer-reviewed climate science journals;
Cook, 2020).

5

If not a scientist, fake experts could work, for example, for
industry or governments, where they are not under legal or
ethical obligation to conduct themselves in a professional
manner by their profession (e.g., Diethelm & McKee, 2009).
With regards to fake experts’ personality traits, they are being
described as not genuine (Goldman, 2018), free-riders
(Fuhrer et al., 2021), and self-proclaimed intellectually coura-
geous (Diethelm & McKee, 2009). Relatedly, their communi-
cative characteristics involve that they are sympathetic to
partisan or people-centric views (Farmer & Cook, 2013) and
have the ability to speak and write in the language of scien-
tists (Martini, 2023).

Third, previous literature has been quite consistent in
describing fake experts’ performances. To be clear, when we
refer to performances, we talk about the communicative
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behaviors of “real” actors that act in the capacity of an ex-
pert. These actors are highly skilled and successful in appear-
ing to have relevant expertise or be highly qualified in a
domain, through a range of strategies that are central to their
performance as experts:

1) Mimicking and manipulating expertise, for example
through language, to convince the audience that they
possess the required skills and knowledge (e.g., Fuhrer
et al., 2021; Martini, 2023; Sorial, 2017)

2) Undermining non-experts’ trust in experts, by appear-
ance of legitimate debate where none exists (e.g., Fuhrer
et al., 2021; Sorial, 2017)

3) Making their pronouncements
etal.,2021)

4) Participating in the spread of misinformation (Fuhrer
etal.,2021)

5) Concealing links with the industry (Diethelm &
McKee, 2009)

attractive  (Fuhrer

However, while fake experts have a reputation for being an
expert, it does not mean that they are actually experts.
Goldman (2018, p. 4) explains: “You might have acquired
such a reputation illegitimately, without actually possessing
the indicated capacities. Thus, mere reputation has little or
nothing to do with actual expertise.”

While the fake expert label seems to suggest that they are
“real” actors, a large chunk of the literature takes a content-
oriented perspective rather than an actor-centered perspective
(e.g., Cook et al., 2017; Schmid-Petri & Biirger, 2022).
Hence, in this understanding, it is not about the actor, but
about the rhetorical devices present in misinformation that
can signal fake expertise. So, while it may seem counterintui-
tive, the discursive content characteristics is a fourth ontolog-
ical property of fake experts. We identified six discursive
content characteristics in previous literature:

1) Claims are not factual, meaning they are inconsistent

with established knowledge, such as the claim that there

is no scientific consensus on human-caused climate
change (e.g., Diethelm & McKee, 2009; Washington &

Cook, 2011);

Highly technical scientific vernacular (Martini, 2023);

3) Statements about the scientific expertise of an unquali-
fied, non-existing, or non-consenting actor to present
them as a credible, for example, through listing bulk
experts, falsely connecting claims to genuine experts, or
strategically claiming that the expert has diplomas or
affiliations to renowned institutions or high-impact aca-
demic rewards or achievements (e.g., Cook, 2020;
Washington & Cook, 2011). Though, affiliations of the
referred expert could lack, and fake experts’ expertise
could be mismatched with the relevant field of expertise
(Cook et al., 2017; Martini, 2023);

4) Accusations to denigrate established experts and com-
pete with them, for example through false media balance
(e.g., Cook, 2020; Diethelm & McKee, 2009);

5) The content is rhetorically strong and appears as though
they are legitimate and true, for example by making the
message relevant, telling people what they want to hear,
favor claims that tap into people’s intuitions, and over-
simplify (e.g., Farmer & Cook, 2013; Fuhrer
etal.,2021).

»
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Given that the focus is on the content and not on the actor,
these characteristics are arguably more related to fake exper-
tise, or even more broadly, characteristics of fake news or
disinformation.

Finally, some studies also approach fake experts as a mat-
ter of audience subjectivity, meaning that an expert only
becomes fake if the audience perceives it as such. The litera-
ture suggests that audiences make these judgments based on
experts’ trustworthiness and their tendency to attribute ex-
pertise to people that support their beliefs and cultural world-
views (Cook, 2020; Schmid-Petri & Birger, 2022), such as
views that are in line with their free-market support (Cook
et al., 2017). It remains unclear whether the audience is self-
efficacious and has the skills and competence to identify fake
experts (Fuhrer et al., 2021). Interventions to protect the au-
dience from believing fake experts involve disclaimers (Sorial,
2017), spotting red flags (Martini, 2023), and inoculation
(Cook et al., 2017; Schmid-Petri & Biirger, 2022). Cook
et al. (2017) found evidence that once the public is inoculated
against the fake expert strategy, they are less prone to misin-
formation. However, this finding was not replicated by
Schmid-Petri & Biirger (2022) in the German context, possi-
bly because they did not find a significant effect of the
misinformation.

In conclusion, examining the ontological properties of
“fake experts” unveils the complexity inherent in recognizing
them. The identified ontological properties underscore the
necessity of a comprehensive approach that considers not
only the actors themselves but also the misinformation con-
text and perceptions surrounding their expertise. As such, a
communication-oriented approach to expertise and fake
experts is needed to understand the extent to which claims on
expertise are (il)legitimate in the context of (mis)information.

Fake experts do not exist without the link to the
misinformation

Second, we argue that the fake expert label lacks significance,
unless explicitly linked to misinformation. Before we delve
into this argument, we need to discuss the concept of exper-
tise, and how it differs from conceptualizations of what it
means to be an expert. Goldman (2018, p. 4) discusses that
an expert’s information and intellectual capacities enable
them to answer questions truthfully that others cannot an-
swer independently, and with these skills, experts should be
able to assist laypersons. Expertise thus extends beyond
technical knowledge or science, given that actors can also
be highly skilled in areas such as sports or cooking
(Goldman, 2018).

Similarly, expertise is not automatically conferred solely by
being a scientist. For example, a climate scientist may possess
extensive technical knowledge about climate models but may
have less familiarity with the scientific domain of arts and
history (Ballantyne, 2019). However, assessing someone’s ex-
pertise becomes more challenging when a scientist possesses
more knowledge about a scientific domain than a lay audi-
ence, but it is not their primary scientific domain. For exam-
ple, a climate scientist might have considerable knowledge
about climate psychology because of their interest in address-
ing climate change resulting from their scientific work.
Likewise, a climate scientist might make claims about climate
psychology which are ignorant of the relevant psychology lit-
erature. Therefore, it is important to distinguish between ob-
jective and comparative expertise, which represent different
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approaches to expertise. The former pertains to meeting an
absolute standard of true beliefs, while the latter concerns the
number of true beliefs an actor holds compared to others
(Goldman, 2018).

If we apply this line of reasoning to the concept of fake
experts and expertise, the question arises whether an actor
qualifies as a fake expert when their communication is factu-
ally accurate, but their intentions are malicious or when they
lack the appropriate credentials (i.e., actor traits). For in-
stance, is a lobbyist for the COVID-19 vaccine who correctly
informs policymakers about the factual dangers of the virus
considered a fake expert if their primary objective is to profit
(i.e., malicious intent)? Similarly, is an actor who has previ-
ously been labelled as a climate skeptic and lacks a PhD in cli-
mate science deemed a fake expert if they correctly identify
flaws in climate models (i.e., lack of scientific credentials)?
Furthermore, is a virologist with a PhD a fake expert if they
offer advice on COVID-19 behavioral interventions consis-
tent with established knowledge (i.e., credentials in a related
scientific domain)? In all these examples, the actors have not
disseminated misinformation. Yet, many would label these
actors as fake experts solely based on their intentions or traits
without taking into account the information they spread,
which highlights the complexity of labelling actors as illegiti-
mate due to the context-dependent nature of fake ex-
pert references.

The public is unable or unwilling to identify
fake experts

Our preceding arguments lead us to reflect on the role of the
public in identifying fake experts in misinformation: (a) the
public is often unable to identify fake experts, because the on-
tological properties of “fake” are diverse, and distinguishing
experts from fake experts is challenging; and (b) the public is
often unwilling to identify fake experts, because fake experts’
rhetoric resonates with their worldviews. The role of the pub-
lic in identifying fake experts is not an ontological question
but an epistemological one, concerning the methods available
for determining expertise (Goldman, 2018). This review be-
gan by exploring how fake experts are conceptualized, such
as being actors with or without scientific credentials. It
highlighted how there is conceptual divergence across studies,
which makes it inherently challenging for the public to iden-
tify fake experts. However, for the sake of this argument, we
will assume here that fake experts are actors with malicious
intent and lack scientific credentials, implying they are not
trained in the scientific domain they claim expertise in.

Identifying fake experts based on their intentions may be
difficult, as it is challenging to discover whether actors truly
intend to deceive or instead share misinformation because it
aligns with their beliefs. Therefore, previous research has sug-
gested that the public could identify fake experts on the basis
of their scientific credentials (e.g., emphasizing diplomas, the
volume or quality of their contributions) (e.g., Cook, 2020;
Washington & Cook, 2011) as well as their use of technical
language (Martini, 2023).

Yet, there are a number of challenges with this approach.
Firstly, scientists themselves often use their scientific creden-
tials and technical knowledge to validate their expertise.
Consequently, if the public relies solely on these indicators,
they may inadvertently disqualify legitimate experts.
Secondly, the same indicators may in turn qualify fake
experts. For instance, discourse within climate skepticism

van Eck et al.

frequently emphasizes scientific titles (e.g., PhD, professor)
and academic practices (e.g., peer-review) (van Eck & Feindt,
2022) that legitimize deceptive or ill-intended claims. Fake
experts may deceive others about their scientific qualifica-
tions, or at least create the false impression that they possess
the appropriate credentials. For example, Martini (2023) il-
lustrated how students struggled to differentiate between a le-
gitimate and a pseudo-economic expert, as both individuals
mimicked similar scientific credential indicators, despite one
lacking legitimate scientific expertise. Thirdly, audiences of-
ten uncritically accept expert opinions (Sorial, 2017) and lack
the technical knowledge required to assess the accuracy of
statements. Consequently, they rely on alternative heuristics
such as trust in experts (Cairney & Wellstead, 2021). These
challenges suggest that the public lacks the required skills to
discern legitimate experts from fake experts.

Furthermore, previous research has demonstrated that the
public also has difficulties with identifying misinformation it-
self. Misinformation often resembles conventional and estab-
lished knowledge in labels of style, sourcing, and forwarded
evidence (Hameleers & Yekta, 2023). Consequently, the pub-
lic finds it exceedingly difficult to differentiate between fac-
tual information and misinformation. In fact, this difficulty
may exacerbate backfire effects, where attempts to correct
misinformation can unintentionally reinforce false beliefs.
This occurs because misinformation often draws upon more
(fake) expert sources and factual claims than accurate infor-
mation, making corrections less effective and sometimes even
strengthening initial misconceptions (Lewandowsky et al.,
2012). This difficulty represents a limitation of media literacy
interventions aimed at countering misinformation (Modirrousta-
Galian & Higham, 2023). These interventions typically focus on
teaching the public to recognize misinformation without provid-
ing comprehensive education on accurately identifying factual in-
formation and expertise.

Moreover, the public not only faces challenges in identify-
ing fake experts but also demonstrates reluctance in doing so.
Cultural worldviews significantly influence individuals’ per-
ceptions of scientific issues (Kahan et al., 2011), such as cli-
mate change and COVID-19. When scientific facts contradict
these worldviews, individuals often reject the information.
For instance, addressing climate change and the COVID-19
pandemic requires substantial lifestyle changes and deviating
from the status quo. Consequently, individuals may seek out
information that aligns with their existing beliefs to avoid
cognitive dissonance. Additionally, individuals tend to attrib-
ute expertise to those who share their viewpoints, a phenome-
non known as confirmation bias (Cook, 2020). Fake experts
are particularly adept at employing persuasive rhetoric, fos-
tering a sense of belonging among the public (Farmer &
Cook, 2013), as described by Fuhrer et al. (2021) as the
“attractiveness challenge.” Therefore, if experts present sci-
entific facts that challenge individuals’ worldviews and life-
styles, the public may gravitate towards fake experts who
articulate findings that resonate with their current realities.

The limitations of labelling in polarized debates

Labeling is a prevalent practice in polarized debates, particu-
larly evident in discussions surrounding topics like climate
change and vaccination, with labels such as “climate deniers”
and “anti-vaxxers” being commonly used. Labels serve the
purpose of categorizing individuals in a manner that reflects
societal perceptions. However, scholarly inquiry has raised
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concerns regarding labeling practices. Labels possess the abil-
ity to actively shape perceptions of reality rather than merely
reflecting them (Howarth & Sharman, 2015; Parmar, 2014),
potentially exacerbating polarization. Moreover, labels often
oversimplify debates, failing to capture the complexity and
nuance inherent within labeled groups (O’Neill & Boykoff,
2010; Howarth & Sharman, 2015).

Our literature review highlighted divergent ontological
understandings of fake experts, noting that it is unclear which
actors fall under the “fake expert” label. Further, the fake ex-
pert label is pejorative (Howarth & Sharman, 2015).
Consequently, labeling actors as such may inadvertently per-
petuate negative stereotypes and foster feelings of incivility.
Additionally, the use of the fake expert label often occurs
within a discourse that contrasts “real experts” or “genuine
experts,” framing debates in an antagonistic manner
(Howarth & Sharman, 2015). This binary framing inherently
fosters antagonism, further fueling affective polarization. In
summary, the fake expert label presents significant chal-
lenges, particularly due to its subjective nature and its poten-
tial role in shaping polarization within public discourse. This
observation raises the need for more precise and constructive
ways to assess expertise without reinforcing divi-
sive narratives.

Methodology
Research design

To answer our main research questions, we conducted a case
study analyzing how expert references and expertise are con-
structed in climate change and COVID-19 misinformation,
using a qualitative content analysis of fact-checked misinfor-
mation in the Dutch language. Building on existing literature
suggesting that misinformation often strategically incorpo-
rates references to expert knowledge (e.g., Hameleers &
Yekta, 2023), we argue that fact-checked misinformation
provides a crucial discursive lens for understanding how ille-
gitimate expertise is framed and legitimized.

Data collection

We relied on an existing database of fact-checked statements
in Belgium and the Netherlands that directly links to the cor-
rections published by a wide variety of official fact-checking
organization in the Dutch-speaking countries. This database
covers fact-checks from January 4, 2021, to July 12, 2023,
yielding a total of 2,129 fact-checked statements. We selected
fact-checks disproving misinformation about climate change
(N=35) or COVID-19 (N =26), key issues often associated
with fake expertise construction. Based on the fact-checking
information, the original misinformation statements were
collected and included in the dataset alongside the fact-check.
Thus, both the fact-checking information and the misinfor-
mation statements were used in the analyses, as the refutation
offered the necessary context for the interpretation of the (il)
legitimacy of expert references. To select our final sample
from this database, we used two additional selection criteria:
(1) the statement had to refer to experts, expert knowledge or
(scientific) evidence; and (2) it had to be identified as false
(factually inaccurate based on an assessment of available em-
pirical data) by the fact-checker. Our final sample holds
33 statements.
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Data analysis

During coding, our main research questions served as sensi-
tizing concepts that guided the analysis of the case study: (1)
How is the source referred to in the misinformation article
and legitimized as an expert source?; (2) How is the expert
connected to the misinformation claims?; (3) To what extent
and how is the expert reference out of scope, irrelevant or in-
accurate? While the first question addresses how expertise is
referenced, the latter two investigate the extent to which the
expert becomes illegitimate through its connection to the
misinformation.

The statements and fact-checks were treated as units of
analysis. Following a grounded theory approach, coding was
done selectively: Only statements and fact-checks that were
relevant for the research question and contained a reference
to an expert source were coded in-depth. Two independent
coders conducted the analysis, who worked with the same
three guiding questions to allow for comparability and trace-
ability. First, open coding was used to select and label rele-
vant fragments of the text with descriptive labels, capturing
the essence of the misinformation statements and expert
references. Both coders initially coded ten misinformation
narratives each. Coding was compared between coders, and
agreement was reached on the ways in which codes were
assigned to the raw data. After coding the initial sample, an-
other round of data collection was conducted to assess satu-
ration and to check whether the emerging themes could be
extended. In the second step of focused coding, initial open
codes were merged when capturing similar meanings, or
raised to a higher order when they offered analytical insights
into the research questions. We also grouped open codes that
captured similar dimensions in the data, but described variety
on these themes (i.e., different ways of using irrelevant expert
references). Finally, during axial coding, the emerging themes
were compared and contrasted. Here, we specifically looked
for connections between different illegitimate expert referen-
ces, and the role of the context of illegitimate expert referen-
ces in the misinformation narrative.

Results

Question 1: How is the expert referred to/positioned
in misinformation?

Experts were often referred to by their title, field-specific ex-
pertise, and if applicable, the university they were working at
or the country they lived in. For example, one misinformation
claim mentioned: “Benjamin Singer, lung doctor at
Northwestern University in Illinois.” So, by focusing on the
actors’ traits and accentuating their scientific titles or aca-
demic practices their expertise was signaled. Many of the
experts referenced were real, authentic, and had expertise in
a field relevant to the general topic of misinformation. For in-
stance, doctors were quoted in connection to health problems
caused by COVID-19. However, these real experts did either
forward illegitimate claims or provided true claims that were
used to legitimize false claims (e.g., by selectively quoting
expert claims, but we will reflect on this later). In some
instances, it was not made clear that the experts also had
field-specific knowledge regarding the claim. Hence, their
credentials were emphasized but it was not clear if they had
sufficient expert knowledge on the issue at hand. For
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instance, a psychologist made claims about vaccines, which is
an example of epistemic trespassing:

““What a farce, what a hoax, what a cop-out’, says psy-
chologist Steve Van Herreweghe. ‘Doctors who still dared
to prescribe it [vaccines] were given sky-high fines,
betrayed through hotlines, and also lost their licenses’, he
notes. ‘So, vaccination should never have been allowed.””

While this psychologist may have had the relevant credentials
to make legitimate claims in their own field, they lack the
knowledge to do so when moving to another field, in this
case, the medical field. In addition, there were cases where
the expert was not an expert in the strict academic sense, for
example a witness (someone with lived experience, allegedly
facing the direct consequences of false information on
COVID-19 or vaccination), a (former) politician, a whistle-
blower, an entrepreneur, a think tank, and Twitter users.
Witnesses were often referred to as experts as they, opposed
to epistemic authorities, faced direct consequences of alleged
“deceptive” information around COVID-19. As such, more
than distant abstractions of events, their common sense and
experience made them legitimate sources of knowledge com-
pared to distant observers. Finally, official documents were
often used to substantiate (misinformed) claims.

Question 2: How is the expert connected to the
misinformation claims?

Experts were usually quoted directly, or indirectly, and made
part of misinformation narratives. Expert quotes sometimes
supported unfounded claims, but in many cases, they did not
relate to the full (causal) claims made. Instead, the quote only
served to substantiate part of the causal connection or mes-
sage. These quotes thus offered legitimacy to the misinforma-
tion by associating them with parts of the false claims. For
instance, one misinformation claim that respirators killed al-
most all COVID-19 patients was supported by a genuine re-
search article that investigated a related topic. They
referenced the real claim made by the article but interpreted
these claims incorrectly. The used quotes also frequently
came from other databases or sources, such as television
shows or news outlets that are known to spread misinforma-
tion, such as “Thepeoplesvoice” in the following example:
“Klaus Schwab’s World Economic Forum has laid the
groundwork for starving the people it deems useless and has
now ordered governments in the West to attack the food sup-
ply, writes Thepeoplesvoice.” However, the origins of the
quotes used in misinformation narratives were not always
disclosed or made transparent. At times, it was also unclear
when the reference to the expert stopped and where the inter-
pretation of the misinformation article started. It was also
common for misinformation to be based on interpretations of
(un)official documents or (questionable) scientific articles of
experts, with the author drawing their own conclusions
from them.

Question 3: to what extent and how is the expert
reference (ir)relevant or inaccurate?

Across the analyzed misinformation narratives, we found dif-
ferent instances of references to questionable professors or
doctors presenting inaccurate claims or making out-of-scope
claims, but in most cases, the experts referred to were legiti-
mate. However, because these experts were quoted
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selectively, out of context, or connected to false claims, the
expert reference became invalid. For example, a statement by
a real Corona Commissioner, Pedro Facon, was taken out of
context and used as proof that he wanted compulsory vacci-
nation, when in fact he wanted to point out the difficulties of
compulsory vaccination: “Because this unelected ‘corona
commissioner’ was very clear yesterday 27.10.2021 on the
VTM news at 19:00: throwing people in jail without a vac-
cine is also ‘an interesting story’, as is sentencing them to
‘unaffordable fines’.”

This finding shows that actors can become fake experts in
the context of misinformation, or the legitimization of decep-
tive statements: A connection between actor perspectives and
content is needed to classify expertise as fake. Even when ex-
pert sources are in itself not “fake,” the way they are pre-
sented in the narrative also means that they are illegitimately
used as sources of expertise. So, even when an expert is legiti-
mate, it does not automatically mean that the expert referen-
ces within the misinformation narrative are legitimate.
Furthermore, we see that the inaccurate information that is
referenced also often comes from sources who we do not clas-
sify as experts, such as politicians or Twitter users.

Overall, our findings illustrate that the notion of “fake”
experts is problematic, since the wider context of misinfor-
mation is crucial for the identification of the validity or de-
ceptiveness of expert references. Our findings indicate that
genuine experts are often used to legitimize and prove fake
information, or faulty causal conclusions for which the
experts only offer partial and decontextualized evidence. As
such, these results suggest the need for a context-bound un-
derstanding of illegitimate expertise: the connection between
sources of expertise and the specific claims connected to the
experts should be assessed in order to make claims about the
extent to which expertise is (il)legitimate.

Discussion

The fake expert label and equivalent delegitimizing strategies
are gaining more traction, especially in discussions about mis-
information (Cook et al., 2017; Schmid-Petri & Biirger,
2022). However, our literature review pointed out that there
is conceptual ambiguity about who or what fake experts ac-
tually are. Hence, we set out to understand how (fake)
experts and expertise is being invoked in false information,
by investigating fact-checked misinformation on climate
change and COVID-19. As a main contribution to communi-
cation theory, we aimed to explore how expertise can func-
tion as a heuristic cue embedded in misinformation to
legitimize false or deceptive claims, herewith extending theo-
ries on source credibility (Pornpitakpan, 2004), post-factual
relativism (Van Aelst et al., 2017) and epistemic vulnerabil-
ities (Labarre, 2025). Crucially, we note that the often mis-
placed, decontextualized, or misleading interaction between
source cues and statements requires us to look beyond the
credentials or characteristics of sources alone, using legiti-
macy as a concept to assess context-bound relevance, credi-
bility, and trustworthiness.

One of our key findings is that expertise is highly contin-
gent on the context, in this case, the (in)accuracy of the state-
ments made by (fake) experts. Our finding is congruent with
Vraga & Bode (2020)’s commentary, in which they raised
concerns about how one can identify misinformation, by ar-
guing that “experts” and “evidence” are inherently linked.
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Our finding suggests that first it needs to be established
whether the content involves misinformation, and if that is
the case, subsequently the legitimacy of expertise should be
assessed based on the integration of the content and the ex-
pert itself. As such, the decisive factor is the substance of the
argument substantiated by the expert, rather than the (attrib-
utes of the) actor itself. If an actor is disqualified based solely
on their attributes rather than the substance of their argu-
ment, it could be argued that it constitutes an “ad hominem”
attack, which is a logical fallacy (Cook, 2020). One remark is
that if someone is not disqualified as a “fake expert,” it does
not automatically imply that they are considered an “expert”
(Sorial, 2017).

Another important related insight our literature review de-
livered was that previous research suggests that a “fake
expert” is often understood as a rhetorical device related to
content (e.g., accusations designed to undermine established
experts; Cook, 2020; Diethelm & McKee, 2009), rather than
focusing on the actor’s credentials (e.g., lack of technical
knowledge; Sorial, 2017). This distinction between expertise
(content) and experts (actors) is crucial, as it highlights how
misinformation often relies not just on who is speaking but
on how expertise is performed and communicated. Fake
experts, in this sense, may or may not have formal creden-
tials, but they construct credibility through discursive strate-
gies, such as technical language (Martini, 2023), misleading
references to qualifications (Cook, 2020), or attacks on
established experts (Diethelm & McKee, 2009). The relation-
ship between the communicator and their message is key:
fake expertise emerges not just from who is speaking but
from how expertise is strategically performed through lan-
guage and rhetoric to create the appearance of legitimacy.
This performative dimension suggests that expertise in misin-
formation is not merely an intrinsic attribute of an individual
but is actively shaped by the context in which it is performed,
making it difficult to draw clear boundaries between legiti-
mate and illegitimate expertise. Consequently, the challenge
lies not only in identifying fake experts based on their qualifi-
cations but also in understanding the rhetorical mechanisms
that enable misinformation to mimic scientific discourse and
manipulate public perception. This also has crucial implica-
tions for communication theory, especially related to source
credibility theory, post-truth communication, and disinfor-
mation. Crucially, fake experts and the credibility of sources
in misinformation cannot be approached in isolation from
the type of claims being made but has to be assessed based on
the connection between source cues and statements. As such,
the concept of fake experts should be approached into the
wider communication landscape characterized by epistemic
vulnerabilities (Labarre, 2025) and high levels of distrust and
uncertainty of audiences (Newman et al., 2024). In such a set-
ting, the credibility signaled by experts as a heuristic shortcut
can be exploited and weaponized to legitimize ideologically
resonant false claims.

Hence, based on these findings, we propose that the fake
expert label and equivalent terms could be replaced with ille-
gitimate expert to better capture the interplay between
speaker and context. The term fake expert is often pejorative
and context-dependent, similar to how fake news has been
used as a blame-shifting label to delegitimize true information
(Hameleers & Yekta, 2023). However, fake expert does not
inherently allow for an empirical investigation into the legiti-
macy of expert claims. In contrast, we deliberately use
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illegitimate expert to emphasize that expertise must be evalu-
ated in relation to both the content of the claims and the com-
municative setting in which expertise is invoked (Vraga &
Bode, 2020). Since something is deemed legitimate or illegiti-
mate in relation to a set of standards, norms, or criteria,
framing expertise as illegitimate highlights the importance of
assessing not only the speaker but also the conditions under
which their expertise is constructed and received. This ap-
proach enables empirical study on how misinformation lever-
ages expert cues, as well as the conditions and rhetorical
strategies that contribute to perceptions of expertise, whether
legitimate or not. These insights contribute to theories and
interventions that help the public assess expert competency
(Allchin, 2022; Cook et al., 2017).

Moreover, the notion that the label “illegitimate expertise”
lacks meaning unless explicitly connected to misinformation
underscores the importance of first establishing whether a
claim constitutes misinformation, for example by evaluating
whether the claim contradicts established scientific consen-
sus. This approach stresses the need for public scientific liter-
acy to accurately identify misinformation (Sharon & Baram-
Tsabari, 2020) and understand the prevailing scientific con-
sensus (Van der Linden et al., 2015). Future research could
examine more comprehensively how expertise is referenced in
misinformation claims, such as providing greater clarity on
instances of epistemic trespassing (Ballantyne, 2019).

In fact, this study highlighted the challenges in determining
whether an actor is illegitimately claiming expertise, particu-
larly when it comes to identifying their intent. As with misin-
formation (Vraga & Bode, 2020), identifying (il)legitimate
expertise is often a matter of degree: the more indicators of il-
legitimacy are present, the greater the likelihood that an ex-
pert is illegitimate (Martini, 2023). However, another
complicating factor is the manipulation of legitimate experts
through selective quoting or decontextualization, where their
statements are repurposed to serve misinformation narratives
in ways that misrepresent their intent (Hameleers & van der
Goot, 2024). This phenomenon underscores the role of media
power in shaping the perception of expertise and demon-
strates that even legitimate experts can be made to appear
complicit in misinformation. This aspect of illegitimate exper-
tise also relates to what Wardle and Derakhshan (2017)
coined as “malinformation”: the strategic use of real infor-
mation to deceive and cause harm. Future research could ex-
plore both the boundary conditions between legitimacy and
illegitimacy and the ways and frequency in which expertise is
co-opted and distorted in misinformation. Investigating these
mechanisms will provide greater clarity on how misinforma-
tion strategically leverages expert credibility to appear
more persuasive.

Based on our literature review and findings, we propose a
new framework for analyzing illegitimate expertise in misin-
formation (see Figure 1). This framework shifts the focus
from the broad and often pejorative label of “fake expert” to
a more structured assessment of illegitimate expertise by inte-
grating both content-oriented and actor-oriented indicators.
Content indicators refer to the specific claims attributed to an
expert, assessing their accuracy, relevance, and alignment
with established knowledge. Actor indicators, on the other
hand, evaluate the qualifications, affiliations, and credibility
of the individual making these claims. A fundamental prereq-
uisite in our framework is first determining whether the claim
in question constitutes misinformation—without this step,
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Dubious expert

Genuine expert

Figure 1. Conceptualization of illegitimate experts.

discussions of expertise lack clear significance. When misin-
formation is linked to illegitimate actor indicators, we refer
to it as illegitimate expertise. Additionally, we introduce
degrees of illegitimacy, represented through directional
arrows, illustrating that as more content or actor-oriented
indicators of illegitimacy accumulate, the likelihood of an ex-
pert being classified as illegitimate increases. While our ap-
proach avoids binary classifications, we recognize that some
violations carry greater weight than others, influencing how
expertise is framed within misinformation. This framework
offers a structured and scalable method for assessing exper-
tise manipulation, providing a foundation for future empiri-
cal studies on misinformation dynamics.

We invite other researchers to refine and empirically test
this conceptual framework. It is also important to acknowl-
edge that even legitimate experts can spread misinformation.
Experts with field-specific knowledge, scientific integrity, and
the intention to inform may still make honest mistakes due to
unintentional misinterpretations of facts. Thus, the distinc-
tion between actor- and content-indicators remains useful for
promoting greater literacy regarding the role of expert refer-
ences in misinformation.

Our study is not without limitations. Since conducting a
comprehensive systematic literature review was outside the
scope of this paper, we cannot claim to have covered the full
breadth of available literature. Similarly, our data collection
included 33 articles, which were sufficient for our analysis in
terms of theoretical saturation, but insufficient to make any
representative claims about relative prevalence. Finally, these
results may have been skewed by the fact that the search was
limited to climate change and COVID-19. Therefore, we rec-
ommend that future research explore whether expert referen-
ces are issue dependent.

We hope that this framework contributes to enhancing ac-
ademic and public debates surrounding fake experts and mis-
information, enabling the public to better identify illegitimate
experts in misinformation.
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NOTES

1 The term “Whitecoats” refers to scientists recruited by industries to
cast doubt on established scientific evidence, often creating a false sense
of controversy. The term originates from a tobacco industry strategy
(“Project Whitecoat”) in which scientists were paid to dispute the
health risks of smoking (Diethelm & McKee, 2009).
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