Case Study Example on Confidentiality 
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Confidentiality related to information sharing

Mrs AX is an 84-year-old widow sharing a house with Mr BX, her 50-year-
old son, who has long-term mental health problems and has had numerous
admissions to psychiatric hospital, sometimes compulsorily, but is at present
avoluntary in-patient.When at home, Mr BX is prescribed daily medication
but takes this erratically and is generally hostile to mental health
professionals. Mr BX has threatened Mrs AX physically and insists that
both observe his restrictive rituals in the home. Mrs AX is nevertheless
very protective towards her son and strongly believes her duty is to remain
with her son.

Ethical scenario
Mr BX is due for discharge home soon and the social worker (entitled
‘care manager’ in many agencies) from the CCS seeks information. The

social worker and Mrs AX, who is both a carer and potentially vulnerable
relative, wish to participate in discharge planning and in assessment and

management of any risks to Mrs AX. The social worker from the adult
community mental health team (CMHT) recognises these needs as well as
the potential gains to both service users of shared information. However,
Mr BX, who has only recently begun to trust the CMHT worker, insists
that discharge and treatment information should remain confidential.

Interagency issues

The two social workers share conceptions of the professional ethic of
confidentiality and the sense of dilemma about Mr BX's injunction that
information may not be disclosed. Both social workers also feel implicit
pressure from their agency functions that focus their respective roles and
define the ‘service user’.To the CMHT worker, the service user is Mr BX,
the ‘adult with mental health problems’.To the CCS worker, whose agency
function combines care of older people and a lead agency role for adult
protection, the service user is Mrs AX.
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Both social workers know that the position cannot be adequately resolved
with reference to narrow interpretations of agency function or service
user, nor to a professional vision of duty focused on an individual. The way
forward has to be negotiated within a framework of interagency policies
and methodology that specifically respond to a wider system view. A care
programme approach (CPA) to Mr BX requires the involvement of his
carer and other agencies, while reference to the multi-agency responsibility
for adult protection means that the CMHT cannot respond in isolation to
Mr BX’s wish for confidentiality. The two workers must negotiate an
approach with one another and with Mr BX and Mrs AX in this context.

Autonomy related to risk and protection

Ms Z, 67, has a history of alcohol abuse and intermittent depression. Ms Z
is periodically drunk at home, creating risk of fire and accidents. During
these periods, Ms Z forgets to eat and take her medication and her flat

becomes dirty but her fierce independence means that offers of regular
domiciliary services are refused. Ms Z has little contact with family and is
occasionally verbally abusive to neighbours, who complain. Ms Z is assessed
as legally competent to make decisions.

Ethical scenario

Members of the primary health care team (PHCT) are regular visitors.The
GP (general practitioner) is called periodically by anxious neighbours and
the district nurse visits to treat Ms Z's ulcerated leg. The PHCT are
concerned about Ms Z’s fragile health and the risks represented. PHCT
members press the CCS to have Ms Z moved to ‘high support housing’ or
residential care . The CCS share the concerns but Ms Z rejects the suggestion.
Rather than put pressure on Ms Z, the CCS social worker proposes to
seek alternatives that will help Ms Z retain some autonomy and choice.

Interagency issues
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