
man and financial costs associated
with post-stroke functional impair-
ment. Because depression after stroke
increases the risk of death6 and di-
minishes intellectual functioning,7

early intervention in the treatment of
depression would have a positive ef-
fect on outcome.

Recent studies have also sug-
gested that selective serotonin reup-
take inhibitors may have a role in
augmenting functional recovery.8,9

Besides the causative relation be-
tween cerebrovascular disease and
depression, there is indirect evidence
that depression may increase the risk
of cerebrovascular disease.

Understanding the cause-and-
effect relation between psychological
factors and cerebrovascular disease
might be relevant to primary, sec-
ondary and tertiary prevention of
stroke. From a research perspective,
the interaction between psychological
and biological mechanisms underly-
ing causation of and recovery from
stroke need to be explored. The psy-
chological issues related to “brain at-
tack” should be as important for
health care providers as the psycho-
logical problems associated with heart
attack. Enhancing awareness among
neurologists, psychiatrists, granting
agencies and policy-makers would
benefit thousands of stroke patients in
Canada and around the world.

Rajamannar Ramasubbu, MD
Assistant Professor
University of Ottawa
Royal Ottawa Hospital
Ottawa, Ont.
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The “call to arms” issued by An-
toine Hakim and colleagues1 re-

garding the poor state of Canadian
standards for stroke care is wholly
warranted. However, we wish to draw
attention to an area not covered in the
stroke supplement:2 the role of psy-
chosocial, especially emotional, dis-
tress in recovery from “brain attack.”

One possible reason for this omis-
sion from the supplement may be a

major limitation of the stroke and de-
pression data from the National Pop-
ulation Health Survey (NPHS), that
is, sampling variability. This is em-
phasized by the fact that most of the
psychiatric data are contained in the
Health Data File, which covers
17 626 people, rather than the Gen-
eral Data File of 58 439 people. Al-
though the Health Data File is large,
only 180 of these subjects reported
the effects of stroke in the preceding
year. Estimates of the prevalence of
major depression within the group
are too imprecise to be released un-
der Statistics Canada’s NPHS release
guidelines.3 This may explain the lack
of emphasis on depressive disorders
in the reported analysis. However,
this should not be misconstrued as
evidence that psychiatric morbidity in
stroke survivors is not important.

In other countries, especially the
UK and the Scandinavian nations, re-
searchers seem to have grasped the
significance of the psychosocial aspects
of rehabilitation and have moved
more aggressively to include psychi-
atric input in stroke research. There
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are also some good Canadian studies.
A literature search for the past 2 years
in the MEDLINE database, with the
search terms “depression” and
“stroke” and “rehabilitation,” yielded
241 articles. Of these, some examined
patients’ access to effective services,4

and others showed clear correlations
between functional impairment and
depressive symptoms.5,6 Many pre-
sented in more detail the impact of de-
pression on recovery,7,8 and others
showed that depressive symptoms and
illness behaviour can assist in predict-
ing response to rehabilitation.9,10

There is clear evidence that active in-
terventions reduce the incidence of
depression among stroke survivors.8

This wealth of information indi-
cates that this topic deserves our at-
tention, especially given that we
Canadian physicians already know
how to treat depression. A single ref-
erence to the psychosocial impact of
stroke on caregivers in the CMAJ ed-
itorial1 seems inadequate to capture
the breadth and depth of this area.

Steve Simpson, PhD, MD
Scott Patten, MD, PhD
Division of Consultation-Liaison 
Psychiatry

Calgary Regional Health Authority
Calgary, Alta.
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Does the CMA’s privacy
code go too far? Or far
enough?

As an observational researcher, I
am disturbed by the CMA’s

Health Information Privacy Code1

and fear that it will unduly constrain
legitimate research. It appears that
the developers of the code failed to
distinguish 2 very different uses of
patient information. With the first, a
third party, such as an insurer, is in-
terested in the patient as an individ-
ual, and its use of medical informa-
tion could have a direct impact on the
social and economic life of that pa-
tient. With the second, a third-party
researcher is interested in the patient
as a member of the human species.
This observational researcher hopes
that the patient is representative of
other humans with similar character-
istics, such as age, blood pressure or
blood-sugar level, and hopes to gen-
eralize data from that individual to
the species. For most observational
research, individual identifiers are ir-
relevant and could be stripped from
the record after all relevant informa-
tion has been gathered. I firmly be-
lieve that the potential benefits to so-
ciety of observational research greatly
outweigh any hypothetical harm that
access to personal information might
entail.

I am currently trying to link an oc-
cupational cohort of some 21 000
people with records from the Ontario
Cancer Registry to search for associa-

tions with exposure to a putative car-
cinogen. Research of this kind has
been responsible for the identification
of most known human carcinogens.

Now, a member of the university
ethics board has asked me to obtain
individual consent from all 21 000
members of the cohort and to offer
each one the chance to have his or
her name removed. Tracing and
contacting each subject would be
prohibitively expensive, and allowing
individuals to withdraw would ren-
der the study results uninterpretable
because of the possibility that the
decision not to participate was cor-
related with the outcome of interest.

I urge the CMA to reconsider the
implications of its Health Informa-
tion Privacy Code and to recognize
the difference between these 2 uses
of patient information.

Murray M. Finkelstein, PhD, MD, CM
Ontario Ministry of Labour
Department of Family and Community 
Medicine

University of Toronto
Toronto, Ont.
Program in Occupational Health

and Environmental Medicine
Department of Family Medicine
McMaster University
Hamilton, Ont.
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Apatient of mine suffered soft-tis-
sue injury to her neck and back

in a motor-vehicle accident. She
signed the consent for release of
medical information at the Insurance
Corporation of British Columbia
(ICBC). When I received the request
for photocopies of clinical records
and a medicolegal letter outlining
her injuries and treatment, I called
her. When she realized that informa-
tion about her abortions was in-
cluded in her medical records, she
refused permission for me to forward
this information, despite having
signed the ICBC release. But when
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