
Symposium: Case studies on epistemic injustice in dementia and paranoia 
 
Three 20-minute talks and 30-minute Q&A session 
 
 

1. Chiara Punzi: 
“You get judged, and that’s it, you are never understood”: Visual representations and lived 
experience of epistemic injustice in people with paranoia in a psychiatric inpatient unit 
 
Background 
There is limited qualitative research on the experience of epistemic injustice in people with 
paranoia. Epistemic injustice is a wrong a person experiences in their capacity as a knower due 
to negative stereotypes associated with the person’s identity. As mental health patients can be 
heavily stigmatized, they are vulnerable to epistemic injustice. 
 
Methods 
People with paranoia in a psychiatric inpatient unit answered questions about their experiences 
of epistemic injustice, agency, and stigma during an extended interview in multiple stages. They 
were also asked to create a drawing to represent their relationship with reality. The data were 
analyzed using interpretative phenomenological analysis and a framework for the analysis of 
drawings. 
 
Findings 
As a result of their mental health diagnosis, participants felt constrained in their choices but 
also maintain some self-efficacy and empowerment in certain areas of their lives. They felt 
stigmatized as “crazy” and “dangerous,” and experienced extreme versions of invalidation and 
objectification in interactions with healthcare professionals, family, colleagues, and friends. 
Their drawings expressed ambivalence about reality. 
 
Conclusions 
For people with paranoia, epistemic injustice is a common experience that can reinforce 
distrust. When they lose credibility due to mental health stigma and their experiences are 
invalidated, the quality of their social relationships is compromised, and it is harder for them to 
receive adequate support. 
 
 
 

2. Lara Calabrese: 
The right to be heard: A qualitative study exploring epistemic injustice in dementia care.  
 
Background 
Epistemic injustice is a concept introduced by philosopher Miranda Fricker in 2007 and consists 
of harm done to individuals in their capacity as knowers, stemming from social prejudices and 
stereotyping. This leads to the partial or complete exclusion of certain individuals from 
knowledge building. People living with dementia (PLWD) are particularly vulnerable to this 
injustice. Their impairments in cognitive functions (e.g., memory, language and information 
processing) can reinforce societal assumptions about their diminished credibility or abilities, 
consequently marginalising their voices in interpersonal, social and clinical contexts. 
 
Aims 



This research aims to deepen current understanding on how people living with dementia 
encounter and experience epistemic injustice in their everyday lives. 
 
Method 
A qualitative study was conducted using semi-structured interviews, favouring a conversational 
approach, to investigate this phenomenon. Participants were individuals with a dementia 
diagnosis, interviewed either at home or in residential care facilities based on their availability. 
The interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed, and subjected to thematic analysis to identify 
recurring patterns and meanings in the participants' narratives. 
 
Results 
The results showed how instances of epistemic injustice are prevalent and deeply embedded in 
the everyday lives of PLWD. Crucially, these instances were often perceived by participants not 
as unfair, but as appropriate or expected, reflecting the internalisation of the stigma that gives 
rise to epistemic marginalisation. Many participants expressed the feeling that their 
perspectives were no longer valid or required, which reinforced their withdrawal from active 
roles in care and communication processes, as well as in society. 
 
Conclusions 
This study highlights the urgent need to recognise and address the epistemic dimensions of 
dementia care. The normalisation of epistemic injustice contributes to the self-silencing of 
people living with dementia, thus perpetuating cycles of disempowerment and exclusion from 
society. 
 
 
Elisabetta Lalumera and Lisa Bortolotti:  
“You become your diagnosis”: The experience of epistemic injustice in dementia and 
paranoia. 
 
How do people with a mental health diagnosis experience epistemic injustice? Based on the 
results of recent qualitative studies involving people living with dementia and people 
experiencing paranoia, participants feel that psychiatric diagnosis or treatment affects their 
social interactions in everyday life and in healthcare, obstructs their contributions to knowledge 
exchanges, and compromises their participation in decision making. Notwithstanding 
overlapping themes of invalidation, objectification, exclusion, close attention to the language 
participants use to describe their experiences reveals that experiences of epistemic injustice, 
sense of agency and identity differ in people living with dementia and people experiencing 
paranoia. An appreciation of such differences helps us recognise potentially harmful practices 
beyond the standard cases of silencing forefronted in the epistemic injustice literature, and 
inform the development of effective ameliorative strategies. 


