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Patient Rights 

 

‘Privacy and confidentiality’ 

 

Both terms are central concepts in medical ethics. It is related to the 

principle of respect for the patient in the doctor-patient relationship. 

Privacy is the broader legal term derived from human rights and refers to 

limitation of access to personal and concern for respect of the body. 

Confidentiality is limitation of access to decisions, data, and records 

related to medical, personal, or health information. Confidentiality 

regarding personal or physical details is very important and valuable 

(sacrosanct) in the DP relationship and its unethical for any doctor to 

expose any information.  

In fact, even matters unrelated to health, but shared with the doctor in 

the course of medical care, are to be kept confidential. Only when the 

patient can trust in this level of confidentiality will he be able to share the 

information necessary for diagnosis and treatment. Maintaining 

congeniality indicates respect for the patient and his rights. The right to 

confidentiality is an expression of the right to privacy.   
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Physical privacy in clinical practice is during examination and treatment. 

The patient must be free from observance or disturbance by others, in 

keeping with expectations of physical modesty and culture, ensuring 

physical privacy at all times. Screens around the bed in outpatient clinics  

 

and general wards, discrete treatment and examination rooms, sheets to 

cover the patient, and restricted access to the patient’s room are some 

measures that can provide physical privacy to the patient. Doctors should 

be respectful to the patient and not permit loud cross-conversations and 

comments during surgical procedures and physical examination.  

 

Challenges 

In the social context, it is often a challenge to ensure complete 

confidentiality for the patient. Decisions tend to be collective rather than 

individual and could involve family members and even communities. 

The patient’s family expects to have access to health information about 

the patient and participation in health decisions. Furthermore, right to 

confidentiality of women, elderly, and children may be undermined in 

family or social hierarchy (ladder) structures.  

There are situations where the doctor may have to use his judgment in 

information disclosure, keeping both short-term and long-term interests 

of the patient in mind. It may require a broader view point, evaluating 
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the role of family, financial burden, aftercare, and acceptance of the 

patient in the community after treatment.  

Stigma can be crippling for patients already afflicted by disease like HIV.  

 

Limits to confidentiality  

There are recognized limits to confidentiality in some cases, when 

disclosure of information may be justified in health care. The principle 

of respect for the patient has to be weighed against the principle of non-

maleficence (do no harm) in such cases to prevent harm to patient,  

 

another individual and society.  At the same time disclosure of 

information should be specific and limited strictly to persons concerned.  

 

Some of conditions that limit medical confidentiality are mentioned 

below:  

1- Medical information may be sought by a court of law as evidence 

in judicial matter. Medico legal cases of assault, accidents, child 

abuse, and sexual abuse have to be reported to the local 

authorities.  

2- When the patient may have harmed a child or vulnerable person, 

the doctor can use the information to save or reach the victims.  
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3- When the patient feels that the patient may harm himself or 

another person, he may inform authorities or the family, for the 

patient’s safety. Or any suicidal or homicidal intentions.  

4- Any notifiable disease must reported to public health authorities.  

5- In medical emergencies, the doctor may need to know details 

about the patient’s condition to save his life. 

6- In the case of minors, psychiatric patients, comatose patients, 

information may have to be shared with appropriate family 

member.   

 

 


