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 Preface 

For a long time, expertise has primarily been used by policy makers. 
They have made use of expertise to provide a “rational” basis for policy 
decisions. To this end, public health policies are no exception. The 
relationship between health authorities, as the holders of knowledge-based 
expertise, and the State, as the centralized power, has long been imbued with 
it, maintaining its ambiguous nature (Tabuteau 2010). In recent decades, the 
practice of consulting experts has become more widespread, and “the 
challenge of expertise is all the more problematic given that the term has 
become more used and widespread and that times have transformed the 
learned and professional institutions that gave the expert their title in the 
18th and (especially) 19th centuries” (Berrebi-Hoffmann and Lallement 
2009, p. 6). It is no longer solely public authorities or academic circles that 
lay claim to the figure of the expert; now, experts are widely consulted by 
the media, for the purpose of informing the public and making expertise 
publically available, which has sparked debate over the content of “expert” 
knowledge, and the role and place of these experts (Collins and Evans 2007). 
The practice of consulting experts “whose research focus is conditioned by 
the imperatives of action and reform” (Delmas 2011, p. 16) is thus aimed at 
new objectives. 

The term “expert”, deriving from the Latin expertus, means “one who has 
proven themselves”. According to the Dictionnaire de l’Académie (1687), in 
the 17th century, an expert was defined as “well-versed in/adept at some art 
that can be learned by experience”, such as surgery. At the same time, 
Richelet’s dictionary defined an expert as a “savant, adept and accomplished 
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in something; experienced”. This two-pronged meaning was more explicitly 
divided in the 19th century, as evident in Littré (1863): on the one hand, the 
expert refers to an individual “who has, through experience, acquired great 
skill in a profession” and, on the other, one “who, having acquired 
knowledge of certain things, is appointed to verify and decide on them”. In 
the field of health, a distinction is made between expert appraisals, such as 
psychiatric appraisals, carried out by doctors, and psychological appraisals 
carried out by health professionals or medical specialists who are not doctors 
in a variety of circumstances (e.g. personal follow-up of the patient, legal 
cases, administrative litigation, etc.).  

The expert and their expertise are the subject of increasing attention in 
academic research, giving rise to an abundance of publications. Researchers 
from various disciplinary fields have sought to gain a better understanding of 
expertise and have drawn on different approaches to develop methods of 
analysis, such as psychology and its individual approach, sociology opting 
for a more contextualized approach, or management sciences and their 
organizational angle. In information and communication sciences, 
researchers seek to understand the communicational, political and heuristic 
dynamics of the practice of consulting of experts, particularly by the media. 
Today, society’s many developments in the field of health and 
communication are renewing interest in experts and the questions they 
arouse. This book sets out to examine in detail the widespread use of experts, 
who are positioned as informants, authority figures or interpreters of current 
events (Campion and Van Wynsberge 2017), by journalists, their presence in 
traditional and digital media and the pliable definition of expertise, among 
other issues.  

The media coverage of health experts’ words highlights the difficulty 
recipients have in assessing legitimacy and the trust that can be placed in 
them. There is an element of vagueness and ambivalence in the notion of 
expertise as it is conceptualized by the media that needs to be investigated 
further. This can be seen in examples of experts’ (sometimes conflicting) 
opinions on recurring topics in public health – health crises, vaccinations, 
end of life care, chronic care pathways – as well as well-being-related 
matters and factors (sexuality, nutrition, environment, etc.) for a healthy life. 
The proliferation of the media, news channels and digital offerings, while at 
the same time the increase in life expectancy – which has doubled in the 
space of a century – poses new medical challenges, has led to a growing 
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demand for expert advice, which in recent years has become increasingly 
complex and protean.  

The very identity of the expert called upon to deal with medical issues is 
not self-evident, since real-life experience, scholarly knowledge or media 
coverage seem to justify their presence, depending on the case. Who 
qualifies as a health expert?  

The complex figure of the health expert 

The figure of the health expert, as consulted by the media, is neither 
subject to the same standards of transparency, nor required to meet the same 
criteria of competence as when they are consulted by policy makers (Joly 
1999; Bérard and Crespin 2010). As such, the aim of this book is to study the 
health expert in the media in order to understand the complexity of their role, 
question their legitimacy and to better understand the controversies they can 
provoke. Generally speaking, legitimacy can be defined as a “generalized 
perception or supposition that an entity’s actions are desirable, and 
appropriate within a socially-constructed system of norms, values, beliefs 
and meanings” (Suchman 1995, p. 574).  

A person with a particular kind of institutionally recognized (and 
therefore legitimate) expertise may be presented as an expert in a completely 
different context. Today, the expert has many facets, adaptable or even 
shaped to suit the context, and can in turn take on “the features of the 
consultant proposing reforms”, don “the clothes of the evaluator and 
auditor”, propose indicators and assume “the role of the scientist” analyzing 
the risks incurred by the population (Berrebi-Hoffmann and Lallement 2009, 
p. 6). This can fuel mistrust or suspicion of manipulation of opinions1, but it 
can also influence and, in some cases, overturn the relationship between the 
media and “experts”. While the intent here is not necessarily to sway public 
opinion, the tendency to call on experts for matters that fall outside of their 
recognized field of expertise has led to the spread of a buzzword that has 
become fashionable since the Covid-19 pandemic: ultracrepidarianism, 
which involves giving our opinion on subjects despite lacking the 
                                       
1 We can point to the manipulation of the Tobacco Industry Research Committee as the root 
of this mistrust. Dr. Clarence Cook Little was put in charge of the research group that was 
supposed to be studying the causality of tobacco in lung cancer, but he was actually receiving 
funding  to study the genetic factor in the onset of cancer from 1959 to 1964. 


