
 

A pandemic of armchair experts: How we
decide who and what to believe
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We appear to live in an age of misinformation.

Certain broadcasters and social media celebrities openly promote fake
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facts or misrepresentations of science and data to their audience, many
of whom do not seem to care whether they are right or wrong, as long as
they are hearing what they want to hear.

The promotion of misinformation can be caused by an over-inflated
belief in their own judgment and knowledge, or often, they simply relish
the chance to proclaim their own contrarian or ideological views.
Sometimes, it's just about self-interest.

Many of us have at least a few controversial beliefs. We might believe
that the death penalty deters crime, or that raising the minimum wage
decreases unemployment, or that raising business taxes will reduce
innovation.

We might even believe that women are not as good at maths as men, or
that the Earth is flat.

Some of these beliefs we will hold strongly.

But when we attempt to justify our beliefs, we often find the evidence
pool is very shallow.

Researchers have identified a chronic illusion of explanatory depth, in
that we overestimate our understanding of the world.

We can discover this by trying to justify our pet beliefs. To illustrate,
when I interrogate myself about why I believe the death penalty is not a
deterrent, I find there is not a lot there except for consensus beliefs
among my peer group—some of whom I hope have looked into the
evidence—some intuition, and vague memories of looking at some blog
posts or newspaper articles. This is not a lot. But it is perhaps not
surprising: we simply don't have time to be experts on everything.
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https://phys.org/tags/death+penalty/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1207/s15516709cog2605_1
https://phys.org/tags/peer+group/


 

Sometimes people are described as having fallen prey to the Dunning-
Kruger effect, or even as "having" Dunning-Kruger. Donald Trump was 
one such person.

The Dunning-Kruger effect, however, is a population-level effect, so no
individual can "have" it. It primarily means that just because someone is
confident doesn't mean they are right. In fact, there are individual
differences in confidence, with some people being absurdly sure of
themselves, and others quite diffident.

But the confidence of highly confident but wrong people comes not
from their ignorance, but from the fact that they are inherently confident
about everything. Some researchers have described it as arrogance.

If he knew more, would Trump have been less confident? I doubt it;
Trump was (or is) simply full of bluster, and his confidence was simply
unrelated to his knowledge.

What determines the beliefs we adopt when we have a
choice?

Scientific evidence can help, but often we believe what we want to
believe anyway.

These beliefs might be "chosen" through indoctrination. They might be
the result of self-interest or strongly held ideology, such as wealthy
people believing taxes rob people of initiative. Or they might be required
to fit into a social group.

How do specific beliefs become linked to specific social groups? In
some cases, the link is quite clearly defined.

3/6

https://sites.lsa.umich.edu/sasi/wp-content/uploads/sites/275/2015/11/dunning.advances.11.pdf
https://sites.lsa.umich.edu/sasi/wp-content/uploads/sites/275/2015/11/dunning.advances.11.pdf
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/us-politics/stephen-fry-donald-trump-lies-belief-confidence-interview-a7737131.html
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11409-019-09210-x


 

Strongly religious people generally do not believe in evolution, and
atheists are not creationists. Partisanship also produces dispositions to
belief. The moral values of conservatives involve different issues—such
as respect for authority—than those on the left, who put more weight on
harm prevention. Liberals tend to be more drawn to seeking out change
and novelty, both personally and politically, while conservatives, in
contrast, have a stronger preference for things that are familiar, stable
and predictable.

Often, simply knowing a belief is endorsed by a member of "their" side
is enough to get people to support it.

Many current controversies have this flavor, such as whether COVID
vaccines or masks should be required, or whether nuclear power is good
for the environment. We look to our peers, and to the authorities and
ideologies we respect, and follow their lead.

We are also more likely to follow those who are highly confident, even
though confidence is a poor predictor of accuracy. And, of course, those
we follow, being human just like us, are probably doing the same thing.

Armchair experts are just behaving normally

Let's return to those high-profile broadcasters, social media celebrities
and armchair experts who have been wilfully spreading an avalanche of
misinformation.

They are really no different from everyone else.

If it is natural to believe things based on little evidence, and to believe
things because they fit with our social group and partisan preferences, it
should not surprise us that some hold beliefs quite at variance with ours.
Or that they apparently do so despite, as it appears to us, overwhelming
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https://fbaum.unc.edu/teaching/articles/JPSP-2009-Moral-Foundations.pdf
https://phys.org/tags/belief/
https://ed.stanford.edu/sites/default/files/party_over_policy.pdf
https://as.nyu.edu/content/dam/nyu-as/psychology/documents/facultypublications/johnjost/Ideological%20asymmetries%20in%20conformity,%20desire%20for%20shared%20reality,%20and%20the%20spread%20of%20misinformation.pdf
https://www2.le.ac.uk/departments/npb/people/bdp5/pdf/confidence-heuristic-pre-print
https://phys.org/tags/social+group/


 

contradictory evidence—from their perspective we are doing the same
thing. We should not be surprised if a TV reporter or Twitter celebrity is
just as likely as anyone else to believe things based on flimsy evidence.

As individuals, we may have fallen on the side of accepted scientific
wisdom (where the bulk of the evidence and experts sit) during the
pandemic, but there will probably be other situations where we too have
beliefs that are based on our own misjudgements, ideologies or personal
gain.

The American writer and political activist Upton Sinclair famously
wrote: "It is difficult to get a man to understand something, when his
salary depends upon his not understanding it!".

Even a scientist, when hired directly by a pharmaceutical company to
evaluate the efficacy of a new blockbuster drug, might be disposed to 
find evidence of the drug's effectiveness.

Conversely, there are probably reasons why a small—but
prominent—number of scientists have taken a distinctly outlier stance
regarding the pandemic, or other issues, such as climate change.

We need go no further than this to understand why there will be
armchair experts proposing all possible positions, and when they gain
attention and celebrity for doing so, they will stick with those positions.

To give up their position will be to lose all the attention, all the celebrity,
and all their credibility. Imagine what would happen to Donald Trump if
he were to come down on the side of poor refugees. Imagine what would
happen to the radio hosts who have built up a larger following based on
their unwavering libertarian views if they suddenly declared they had
changed their minds about masks.
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https://quoteinvestigator.com/2017/11/30/salary/
https://quoteinvestigator.com/2017/11/30/salary/
https://www.newscientist.com/article/dn3781-research-funded-by-drug-companies-is-biased/#


 

Once committed to a set of beliefs, the armchair expert is in it for the
long run.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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