
It is no secret that doctors have to keep 
secrets. Medical practitioners frequently 
handle confi dential information in the 

course of their dealings with patients, from 
the construction of medical records to con-
versations in the confi nes of the consultation 
room. 

In this era of electronic communication 
and third-party players, which results in 
easy access to patient information, keeping 
secrets has become a more challenging duty 
for doctors.

‘Dear doc, can you keep a secret?’
A patient has a right to complete confi -

dentiality and can bring legal action against 
improper release of personal information by 
healthcare professionals. Maintaining pa-
tient confi dentiality is crucial for a good re-
lationship between practitioner and patient. 
Patients will only be willing to fully divulge 
relevant information to a doctor if they feel 
the physician will protect their confi dences. 
In return, full disclosure enables a proper 
diagnosis and effective treatment to be ren-
dered by the doctor.

The doctor’s duty 
In law and under the Malaysian Medical 

Council’s (MMC) guidelines on confi dential-
ity, any disclosure of relevant private infor-
mation can generally only be given with the 
patient’s consent. This applies even when 
a practitioner is sharing medical informa-
tion with the patient’s partner or family 

members. Doctors must give the patient a 
clear explanation about the reasons, scope 
and consequences of such disclosures. Doc-
tors should also offer patients the opportuni-
ty to withhold permission and respect their 
request for privacy. Any patient information 
which is made available to the medical team 
or to another consultant should be limited to 
facilitating the medical treatment. Doctors 
are also advised to only undertake assess-
ments of a patient for a third-party employer 
or insurance company with the patient’s 
written consent. The practitioner’s obliga-
tion to keep information private continues 
even after a patient’s death.

The MMC’s guidelines, however, allow 
for the disclosure of information without the 
patient’s explicit consent if the disclosure is in 
the patient’s medical interest. This includes 
cases of suspected mental or sexual abuse 
or neglect in patients and instances when 
the patient is incapable of giving consent to 
treatment due to age or mental illness. In such 
cases, the doctor may disclose relevant infor-
mation to an appropriate person or authority. 
It is also permissible for a doctor to inform a 
close relative of the patient’s terminal condi-
tion without authorization if the physician 
judges it to be in the patient’s interest. 

The law recognizes that disclosure may 
be necessary in the public interest to pro-
tect others from harm or to prevent crime. 
The practitioner must report to the relevant 

Maintaining patient confi dentiality

Turn to page 25
Doctors must be aware of their surroundings when having a telephone discussion regarding a 
patient.
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