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Introduction
Privacy and security are ethical foundations of healthcare because patients must be able to seek
treatment, disclose sensitive information, and trust that records will be handled responsibly. The
Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act of 1996, commonly called HIPAA, establishes
important federal protections, but ethical obligations are broader than legal compliance. HIPAA’s
Privacy Rule governs many uses and disclosures of protected health information by covered entities
and their business associates, while the Security Rule requires administrative, physical, and technical
safeguards for electronic protected health information. HIPAA does not regulate every organization
that holds health-related data, and it was not enacted simply to guarantee the provision of
healthcare. A strong healthcare ethics framework therefore combines confidentiality, autonomy,
beneficence, nonmaleficence, justice, transparency, and cybersecurity. These principles matter
because unauthorized disclosure can create stigma, discrimination, financial harm, personal danger,
or loss of trust, while cyber incidents can interrupt medication systems, diagnostics, surgery,
communication, and emergency care. Privacy, security, and patient safety should therefore be
treated as interconnected responsibilities rather than separate compliance projects.

Privacy, Confidentiality, and Trust
Privacy concerns a person’s ability to influence access to personal information and personal space,
while confidentiality describes the obligation of people and organizations that receive information to
limit its use and disclosure. Security refers to the safeguards that protect information from
unauthorized access, alteration, loss, or disruption. These concepts overlap but are not
interchangeable. A database may be technically secure while an authorized employee accesses a
record out of curiosity, which violates confidentiality even if no hacker is involved. Conversely, a
carefully written privacy policy offers little protection if weak passwords or unpatched systems expose
records to attackers. Ethical healthcare requires attention to all three dimensions because clinical
care depends on truthful communication. Patients may withhold information about mental health,
sexual health, substance use, violence, medications, finances, or family circumstances when they fear
exposure. Incomplete information can then affect diagnosis and treatment. Protecting confidentiality
therefore serves both human dignity and clinical safety by creating conditions in which patients can
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communicate honestly.

Who HIPAA Covers and What the Privacy Rule
Requires
The HIPAA Privacy Rule applies to health plans, healthcare clearinghouses, and healthcare providers
that conduct specified transactions electronically, together with business associates performing
certain functions involving protected health information. It does not automatically cover every
employer, wellness application, social-media platform, life insurer, school, or direct-to-consumer
health service simply because the organization possesses health-related information (U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services [HHS], n.d.-a). The Rule limits uses and disclosures of
protected health information while allowing defined activities such as treatment, payment, healthcare
operations, and specified public-interest purposes. It also gives individuals important rights to inspect
and obtain copies of records, request amendments, receive certain accountings of disclosures,
request restrictions, and ask for confidential communications. The minimum-necessary standard
generally requires reasonable efforts to limit information to what is needed for a permitted purpose,
although important exceptions apply, including many disclosures for treatment. Ethical practice
should use this principle more broadly as a reminder that access should follow legitimate need rather
than technical capability.

The Security Rule and Cybersecurity as Patient
Safety
The HIPAA Security Rule focuses on electronic protected health information and requires regulated
organizations to use administrative, physical, and technical safeguards that protect confidentiality,
integrity, and availability. Administrative safeguards include risk analysis, risk management,
workforce training, incident procedures, contingency planning, and assigned security responsibility.
Physical safeguards address facilities, workstations, and devices, while technical safeguards include
access control, audit controls, authentication, integrity measures, and transmission security. NIST
guidance emphasizes that compliance should be implemented through a documented risk-
management process rather than a generic checklist (National Institute of Standards and Technology,
2024). This requirement has direct patient-safety implications. A ransomware attack or system outage
can delay surgery, divert ambulances, prevent clinicians from accessing medication histories, disable
laboratory interfaces, or interrupt communication. Healthcare organizations therefore need accurate
inventories, multifactor authentication, vulnerability management, reliable backups, network
segmentation, tested downtime procedures, and incident-response plans. Security measures should
be designed with clinicians because controls that ignore workflow can encourage unsafe workarounds
and reduce rather than improve protection.
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Access Control, Monitoring, and Responsible Data
Use
Responsible information governance begins with ensuring that each workforce member receives
access appropriate to a defined role and legitimate work purpose. Unique accounts, strong
authentication, timely removal of access after role changes, and separation of privileged
administrative accounts improve accountability. Audit logs can identify unusual activity such as
access to celebrity records, large exports, repeated failed authentication, or viewing records
unrelated to assigned duties, but an alert should trigger investigation rather than be treated
automatically as proof of misconduct. Ethical monitoring also requires clear policies and fair review
procedures. Similar principles apply to mobile devices, telehealth, cloud systems, and artificial
intelligence. A vendor’s statement that a product is “HIPAA compliant” does not establish that the
technology is clinically valid, secure in every configuration, or fair across patient populations. AI
systems that analyze health records should also be evaluated for accuracy, bias, data provenance,
privacy, security, explainability where relevant, and human oversight. Data minimization remains
valuable even when a particular use is legally permitted.

Business Associates, Breaches, and Organizational
Accountability
Healthcare organizations depend on cloud providers, billing companies, laboratories, consultants,
device vendors, and other outside organizations, so privacy and security extend beyond the hospital
or clinic itself. HIPAA requires appropriate business-associate arrangements when protected health
information is handled for regulated functions, but a contract does not substitute for due diligence
(HHS, n.d.-b). Organizations should evaluate how vendors authenticate users, secure subcontractors,
notify incidents, retain data, support recovery, and return or destroy information after termination. A
suspected breach requires rapid containment, preservation of evidence, legal and privacy
assessment, continuity planning, accurate communication, and support for affected individuals.
Blaming a single employee can obscure deeper causes such as weak training, excessive access, poor
interface design, or inadequate supervision. Ethical culture therefore matters as much as written
policy. Staff need safe channels for reporting mistaken disclosures, lost devices, phishing attempts, or
suspicious behavior. A just culture distinguishes human error, risky choices, and intentional
misconduct while still requiring accountability and corrective action.

Ethics Beyond Minimum Compliance
Legal compliance establishes a floor, not the complete ethical standard for handling patient
information. A disclosure may be technically permitted while still being unnecessarily broad, poorly
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explained, or inconsistent with reasonable patient expectations. A portal may satisfy technical
requirements while remaining inaccessible to patients with disabilities, limited English proficiency, or
limited digital access. A research or analytics project may satisfy a contract while creating excessive
surveillance or using data in ways people would reasonably find unexpected. Ethical governance
therefore asks whether a proposed use is necessary, proportionate, secure, transparent, and fair, and
whether a less intrusive alternative could achieve the same purpose. Meaningful patient access is
equally important because people can identify medication errors, outdated diagnoses, demographic
mistakes, and missing information when they can review their records. Organizations should explain
rights in understandable language and avoid treating signatures as proof that patients meaningfully
understood every data use. Respect for autonomy requires more than obtaining a form; it requires
creating realistic opportunities for informed participation and questions.

Conclusion
Healthcare privacy and security protect both individual dignity and the reliability of clinical care.
HIPAA establishes important rules for covered entities and business associates, but it does not
regulate every organization that possesses health-related information and should not be treated as
the entire ethical framework. The Privacy Rule governs protected health information and gives
individuals significant rights, while the Security Rule requires safeguards for electronic protected
health information. Effective practice combines those legal duties with confidentiality, autonomy,
beneficence, nonmaleficence, justice, transparency, and professional integrity. Healthcare
organizations should limit access according to legitimate need, conduct genuine risk analysis, use
strong authentication, monitor systems responsibly, manage vendors, protect backups, prepare for
downtime, and respond openly when incidents occur. Technology should expand access and improve
care without converting patient vulnerability into unnecessary surveillance or exposure. Privacy,
cybersecurity, and patient safety are therefore best understood as one governance problem:
protecting information while ensuring that trustworthy, equitable care remains available when people
need it.
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