
H
ealth Secrets 

H
E

A
L

T
H

, F
rom

 P
age C

l 

T
h

e fa
m

ily
 d

o
cto

r k
n

ew
 h

is p
a
tien

ts, 
o
ften

 lo
n

g
 a

n
d

 w
ell. H

e filed
 fa

cts a
b

o
u

t 
th

eir h
ealth

 in
 th

e safe crevices of h
is m

in
d

 
or on

 3x5 carts—
from

 b
irth

 th
rou

gh
 ch

ild
-

h
ood

 sick
n

ess an
d

 accid
en

ts to ch
ron

ic d
is-

ease an
d

 teeth
in

g illn
ess. 

N
ow

 th
ere are m

ore, an
d

 m
ore d

ifferen
t 

k
in

d
s, of u

s —
 p

atien
ts an

d
 p

ractition
ers 

alik
e. W

e m
ove m

ore, travel m
ore an

d
 tak

e 
ad

van
tage of th

e train
in

g an
d

 sk
ills of m

ore 
aP

ecialists. O
ur doctors an

d
 th

eir n
u

m
erou

s 
assistan

ts m
eat record

 an
d

 file ou
r h

ealth
 

h
isto

ries so
 th

ey
 ca

n
 co

m
m

u
n

ica
te w

ith
 

each other, and treat successfully. 
O

ur doctors m
u

st k
n

ow
. T

h
e p

rob
lem

 is 
th

at oth
ers m

u
st k

n
ow

, too—
som

etim
es. 

T
h

om
e resp

on
sib

le for con
tagiou

s d
isease 

con
trol m

u
st k

n
ow

 w
h

en
 an

 ep
id

em
ic of 

sm
allp

ox or M
easles b

reak
s ou

t. C
rim

in
al 

N
ettle o

fficia
ls m

u
st b

e a
b

le to
 ch

eck
 a

 
m

en
tal p

atien
t's h

istory. C
arriers m

u
st as-

su
re th

eir cu
stom

ers th
at aircraft p

ilots or 
bus op

erators are in
 top

 con
d

ition
. In

su
rers 

upset verify claim
s to prevent abuse and spi-

ralin
g p

rem
iu

m
 costs. M

ed
ical research

ers 
W

I u
n

ravel n
atu

re's secrets on
ly b

y study-
ing individual h

istories. (A
 recen

t exam
p

le: 
w

e-gen
eration

 research
 w

h
ich

 estab
lish

ed
 

th
e con

n
ection

 b
etw

een
 stilb

esterol treat-
m

ent of pregn
ant w

om
en and clear cell vagi- 

p
eters of oth

er social b
en

efit p
rogram

s—
p

erh
ap

s even
 to th

ose of th
e In

tern
al n

eve-
n

u
e S

ervice. N
o overall, en

forceab
le eolith

 
d

en
tiality ru

les or gu
id

elin
e, con

trol th
e sys-

tem
—

w
h

o feed
s w

h
at in

form
ation

; w
h

o h
as 

actor to th
at in

form
ation

 an
d

 for w
h

at p
u

r-
p

oses. O
u

t h
ealth

 secrets are in
stan

tly re-
trievab

le, in
 th

is cou
n

try an
d

 in
 oth

ers, for 
th

e rest of ou
r lives an

d
 b

eyon
d

. T
ap in

to 
the 

system
  in

 O
reg

o
n

, fin
d

 o
u

t a
b

o
u

t th
e 

h
ea

rtb
ea

t, th
e ca

n
cer, th

e p
sy

ch
o
lo

g
ica

l 
d

ream
t an

d
 fan

tasies of th
e p

atien
t in

 th
e 

D
istrict of C

olum
bia. 

T
h

at is th
e sp

ecter. ova 

O
D

D
L

Y
 E

N
O

U
G

H
, th

e even
t th

at cau
sed

 
 th

e m
ed

ica
l esta

b
lieb

su
en

t fin
a
lly

 to
 

fa
ce u

p
 to

 th
e sp

ecter h
a

d
 n

o
th

in
g

 to
 d

o
 

w
ith

 com
p

u
ters w

h
ich

, after all, w
ork

 ac-
co

rd
in

g
 to

 h
u

m
a
n

 d
em

a
n

d
 a

n
d

 reflect a
 

m
an

-m
ad

e cu
ltu

re. It w
as th

e sn
oop

s w
h

o 
'w

ok
e in

to p
sych

iatrist D
r. L

ew
is F

ield
in

g's 
C

a
lifo

rn
ia

 o
ffice lo

o
k

in
g

 fo
r D

a
n

iel E
lls-

h
ere's record

s w
h

o sh
ook

 th
e eld

ers from
 

th
eir leth

argy: T
h

e N
ixon

 p
olitical op

era-
tive. testifyin

g b
efore th

e S
en

ate W
itergate 

C
om

m
ittee fin

ish
ed

 th
e job

. T
h

ey d
id

 n
ot 

seem
 to

 rea
lize th

ey
 h

a
d

 d
o
n

e a
n

y
th

in
g
 

w
ron

g. "
Y

ou
 m

ean
 to say, R

H
. E

h
rlich

m
an

, 
th

a
t y

o
u

 d
o

n
't k

n
o

w
 p

sy
ch

ia
trists a

re 
P

h
ysician

s?"
 ask

ed
 S

en
. S

am
 E

rvin
, eyein

g 
th

e w
itn

ess stern
ly

 u
n

d
er th

e telev
isio

n
 

T
h

e job
 of d

efin
in

g th
e h

ealth
 record

 is 
h

ard
 en

ou
gh

 w
h

en
 yes are d

ealin
g w

ilt files 
kept by doctors or hospitals for independent 
ad

u
lts volu

n
tarily seek

in
g treatm

en
t; it is 

still h
ard

er w
h

en
 you

 con
sid

er record
s for 

ch
ild

ren
 o

r d
ep

en
d

ed
 p

eo
p

le o
f a

ll a
g

es 
kept by schools, colleges, prisons or m

ilitary 
organ

ization
s. F

or su
ch

 in
stitu

tion
s, volu

n
-

tary and involuntary, h
ealth

 care is of on
ly 

secondary interests. 
S

om
e h

ave su
ggested

 d
u

al record
 k

eep
in

g 
as a p

ossib
le solu

tion
: th

e sam
e d

octor, th
e 

sam
e p

atien
t, b

u
t d

ifferen
t sets of record

s 
for d

ifferen
t u

ses. T
h

is m
in

d
-b

ogglin
g an

d
 

perhaps im
practical suggestion takes various 

form
s, b

u
t all in

volve som
e sort of d

ivorce 
b

etw
een

 m
aterial w

h
ich

 is con
fid

en
tial an

d
 

that w
hich is not —

 one antiseptic enough to 
b

e ab
stracted

 for th
ird

-p
arty p

ayers, re-
search

ers, ju
d

icial b
od

ies an
d

 all th
e rest, 

th
e oth

er for th
e d

octor an
d

 h
is colleagu

es. 

sea 

C
O

P
-O

U
T

? C
ritics say so, argu

in
g th

at, 
especially in psY

chlatry, they need ade-
q

u
ate, ab

straetab
le record

s to ju
stify d

iag-
n

osis an
d

 treatm
en

t. If th
e revealin

g little 
w

ays in
 w

h
ich

 p
eop

le d
eal w

ith
 each

 oth
er 

go in
to som

e sort of secon
d

ary "
eyes on

ly"
 

record
, d

octors an
d

 h
osp

itals m
ay b

e left 
out on a U

m
b. (A

 m
ental hospital w

hich neg-
lects officially to record

 w
h

y a p
atien

t w
as 

perm
itted to g

o
 out for the day, for in

stan
ce,  

er's illn
ess w

ith
 rep

orts on
 h

er stay at sev-
eral w

ell-know
n m

ental hospitals and clinics 
h

ere an
d

 ab
road

. W
h

o cou
ld

 h
ave im

agin
ed

 
that a person's intim

ate dream
s and feelings, 

b
lu

rted
 ou

t to m
om

en
ts of extrem

e stress to 
reputable doctors at outstanding Institutions 
as p

art of on
e-to-on

e th
erap

y, w
ou

ld
 b

e re-
V

ealed to a researcher by these som
e doctors 

and Institutions som
e 40 years later? 

• T
he balance betw

een sharing health rec-
ord

s for th
e p

u
b

lic good
 an

d
 lim

itin
g access 

for the sake of personal privacy. 
W

h
o can

 see h
ealth

 record
s? F

or w
h

at 
purpose? H

ow
 m

u
ch

 of a 
h

ealth
 record

 
sh

ou
ld

 b
e sh

ow
n

 to an
 ou

tsid
er an

d
 h

ow
 

m
u

ch
 k

ep
t con

fid
en

tial? T
h

e p
rofession

als 
in

, m
ed

ical record
in

g are th
e first to S

ay 
they need som

e sort of across-the-board reg-
u

lation
s to h

elp
 answ

er such questions. 
A

U
 too often

, th
ey rep

ort, ju
st p

u
t on

 a 
w

h
ite coat an

d
 you

 h
ave it m

ad
e. T

h
ere is a 

gen
ial loosen

ess ab
ou

t m
an

y h
osp

ital an
d

 
clin

ic record
 room

s, w
h

ich
 resu

lts 
in

 file
 

d
raw

ers left op
en

 or file fold
ers scattered

 
on

 em
p

ty d
esk

s d
u

rin
g lu

n
ch

 b
reak

s. S
eca 

rity exp
erts cou

n
ter th

at th
ey can

 d
esign

 
"hardw

are" and "softw
are" to m

ake any per-
son

alized
 d

ata system
 95 p

er cen
t secu

re. 
T

h
ey can

, th
ey say, lim

it su
ch

 a system
 to a 

sm
all grou

p
 of p

eop
le w

h
ose access is au

-
th

orized
 on

ly after carefu
l exam

in
ation

 . of 

s. 

try, som
e d

octors d
o n

ot an
sw

er in
su

ran
ce 

com
p

an
y req

u
ests for p

atien
t in

form
ation

 
fu

lly an
d

 p
rom

p
tly, an

d
 m

an
y w

h
o d

o are 
v
ery

 ca
refu

l a
s to

 w
h

a
t fa

cts th
ey

 su
p

p
ly

 
an

d
 in

 w
h

at term
s th

ey su
p

p
ly th

em
. (A

n
 Il-

lin
ois p

sych
iatrist even

 ad
m

itted
 d

istortin
g 

d
iagn

osis for in
su

ran
ce p

u
rp

oses.) 
T

h
e reason

s for su
ch

 m
ed

ical evasiven
ess 

sh
ow

 u
p

 clearly in
 th

e L
ip

son
 su

rvey. M
ore 

th
an

 th
ree-q

u
arters of th

e n
early 900 p

sych
i-

atrists su
rveyed

 fear a b
reach

 of con
fid

en
-

tia
lity

 In
 r

e
sp

o
n

d
in

g
 to

 in
su

r
a
n

c
e
 

com
p

an
ies; h

alf are certain
 th

e com
p

an
ies 

d
o n

ot p
reserve con

fid
en

tiality. 
A

lthough 
th

ey feel, iron
ically, th

at p
atien

ts u
n

d
er p

sy-
ch

iatric eare are som
etim

es b
etter risk

s th
an

 
th

ose w
h

o are n
ot, alm

ost all 
the 

respon-
d

en
ts also ten

d
 to feel th

at p
sych

iatric in
for-

m
ation

 in
 th

e w
ron

g h
an

d
s m

igh
t p

reju
d

ice 
th

ese sam
e p

atien
ts' job

s. 
S

u
ch

 fears are com
p

ou
n

d
ed

 in
 th

e com
-

p
lex legal area, w

h
ere p

sych
iatrists m

u
st of-

ten
 m

ak
e d

ifficu
lt d

ecision
s ab

ou
t th

e d
isclo-

su
re of con

fid
en

ces—
w

ith
 an

d
 w

ith
ou

t p
a-

tien
t con

sen
t. T

h
e A

m
erican

 P
sych

iatric A
s-

sociation
 h

as officially stated
 th

at its m
em

-
bers 

h
ave 

th
e "

righ
t to d

issen
t w

ith
in

 th
e 

fram
ew

ork
 of th

e law
,"

 an
d

 D
r. M

au
rice 

G
rossm

an
, th

e A
P

A
's exp

ert on
 th

ird
 p

arty 
con

fid
en

tiality m
atters, h

as ad
vised

 th
em

 
n

ot to b
e in

tim
id

ated
 b

y legal su
b

p
oen

as. 



I 


