


find a computer terminal that someone has forgotten to log off from, leaving medical information open for all to 
see. 

Stephen Liston, M.D. 

St. Paul, Minn. 

Dr. Peel seeks to frighten people into believing electronic health records are more vulnerable than paper ones, 
which is not the case. She fails to acknowledge the important role of the HIPAA in protecting health information, 
or the extraordinary steps hospitals, health plans and physicians have taken to assure confidentiality. Building 
upon HIPAA, federal laws adopted this year strongly encourage encryption of data included in electronic health 
records and have imposed new criminal and civil penalties for violating an individual's privacy. 

More importantly, though, if Dr. Peel's prescription for this hyperbolic problem were to be followed, it's actually 
our health that will be less secure. Burdening patients with the responsibility of deciding what health 
information should be divulged and what should be shielded from medical professionals brings an infinite array 
of possible consequences . Would the average patient know what information a surgeon needs in order to 
perform a complex procedure? It's highly doubtful. 

In a broader sense, draconian restrictions on the essential flow of medical information would have society-wide 
repercussions. It would affect the ability of public health officials to report and track incidences of disease. It 
would undermine the Food and Drug Administration's capability to monitor the quality and safety of medical 
products, and product recalls would be hampered . 

Perhaps most importantly, medical research into lifesaving cures and treatments would be severely hindered by 
restricted access to health information. Stymieing the necessary transfer of data contained in one diagnosis, one 
prescription or one lab test could mean the difference between life and death . That is a very high price to pay in 
order to address overblown privacy concerns. 

Mary R. Grealy 

Washington 

Ms. Grealy is president of the Healthcare Leadership Council, a coalition of chief executives from the 
health-care industry. 
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