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Preservation of Patient Confidentiality in the Publication of
Radiology Images

Sir,

We have examined the radiological images used for illustration of research and case reports in this journal for the last twelve months. We
have found that a number of illustrations patientâ��s images contained multiple patient identifiers including gender, age, date of birth and
medical record number, which amount to an inadvertent breach of patient confidentiality. These are generally seen when the images are
photographs of printed film rather than electronic image conversions. In the last decade, digital acquisition, storage and transmission of
medical images have become widespread. Virtually all radiology equipment in Ireland now acquire images digitally, although some radiology
departments do not have PACS and must print film for image analysis and storage. In some cases the authors photographed the printed film of
the patientâ��s CT. In our opinion this should be unacceptable as it leads to poorer image quality and also increases the risk of patient
identifiers being left on the images.

Ideally all radiological images for publication should be obtained electronically, in conjunction with the hospital radiological department.
Modern radiological technology uses a file format called DICOM. This image format is also widely used on CDs with patient image data. DICOM
image files are embedded with multiple patient identifiers. Most modern PACS systems have an â��Exportâ�� function which will â��anonymizeâ��
DICOM data, i.e., remove all patient identity tags. They also permit conversion of image data into a format acceptable for publication such as
TiFF or JPEG. In departments without PACS the DICOM image files can be viewed with a number of free web based computer programmes, for example
, OSIRIX (http://www.osirix-viewer.com)for the Mac or DicomWorks (http://dicom.online.fr/)for the PC, which accept DICOM data taken directly
from a CD. They enable you to anonymize the images and to optimize image quality. This should be the preferred method of obtaining radiology
images. â��Screen-Grabbingâ�� of images should be avoided since patient identifiers may also be retained.

Preservation of confidentiality is the responsibility of both the author and the editorial review process. In addition to the advice given
above, there are several publications, which cover the process of preparing electronic images for publication in detail

1,2
. For further

assistance, every hospital in Ireland contains a group of experts in the area, who can be relied on for friendly advice and help - the
radiology department! 

D Oâ��Driscoll, N Sheehy
Department of Diagnostic Imaging, St Jamesâ��s Hospital, Jamesâ��s St, Dublin 8
Email: niallsheehy@mac.com
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