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The objective of this paper is to show how sharing experiences through narratives may help inclusivity,
especially in the case of invisible, often contested and usually chronic, symptoms and mental
conditions. Narrative has been shown to be one of our most powerful forms for making sense of and
explaining illness experience (Labov and Fanshel 1977, Hydén and Bllow 2006, Mildorf et. al 2023).
Invisible symptoms and conditions are usually difficult to describe, both in words and gestures, and
explain in medical encounters (e.g. Bullo 2020, Sowiriska and Boruta- Zywiczyriska 2020). Furthermore,
since invisible symptoms are not as readily acceptable as physical symptoms in general practice,
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patients must struggle to demonstrate that they are “credibly ill” (Japp and Japp 2005). Narratives
provide space for the voice of the patient, help to structure the patient’s illness experience and restore
agency within a healthcare system (Sowinska 2018, 2019). Engaging in self-disclosure and sharing
stories of personal experience in medical consultations allows the patients not only to explain
symptoms and interpret causes of their current health problems, but also to manage accountability,
establish legitimacy, and confront and cope with their painful experience and stigma (Sowinska 2024).
The latter in particular will be illustrated by drawing on two datasets coming from two different
projects: medical consultations with patients with medically unexplained symptoms (MUS) in a Polish
primary care setting and medical consultations with students with invisible conditions conducted in a
Chilean university health centre. To navigate the micro-analysis of narratives, | draw on the
sociolinguistic and discourse-analytic approaches to narrative inquiry (Labov and Waletzky 1967, De
Fina and Georgakopoulou 2011). | work on the assumption that mental health and stigma can be
discursively constructed (Zayts-Spence et al. 2023). Finally, | consider doctor patient interviews as joint
interactional accomplishments by the GP and the patient, and focus on the interactional context in
which the narratives were embedded (De Fina 2009).
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