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		Almost every information privacy law provides special protection for certain categories of “sensitive information,” such as health, sex, or financial information. Even though this approach is widespread, the concept of sensitive information is woefully undertheorized. What is it about these categories that deserves special protection? This Article offers an extended examination of this question. It surveys dozens of laws and regulations to develop a multi-factor test for sensitivity.  

From this survey, the Article concludes that sensitive information is connected to privacy harms affecting individuals. Consistent with this, at least for the case of privacy in large databases, it recommends a new “threat modeling” approach to assessing the risk of harm in privacy law, borrowing from the computer security literature. Applying this approach it concludes that we should create new laws recognizing the sensitivity of currently unprotected forms of information — most importantly geolocation and some forms of metadata — because they present significant risk of privacy harm. 


	

	

	
		
		


	

	
	

		
		

	
	


	

	
	
	
		
	
	
	

	
	
		
		
			
				
			
		
		Keywords: privacy, information privacy, health, financial, education, sensitive, sensitive information

	
	

	
    

    
	

	
	
		JEL Classification: K00, K23

	
	

	
	

























    	
	
	
	
   	
	
	
	
	
	            
	















	











    
    










    
    
    
    
















	






	
		Suggested Citation:
		Suggested Citation
	

	
		
			Ohm,  Paul, Sensitive Information (September 24, 2014). Southern California Law Review, Vol. 88, 2015, Forthcoming,  Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=2501002
		
	

	

	
	
	

	
		
	

	

	
	
		

	










    
    










    
    
    
    





















	


	























	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
						Paul Ohm (Contact Author)

					
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
						
						
						


						
					
					[image: Georgetown University Law Center]
				
			

			
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				
					
					
					
						
					
				
			

			
				
				
				


				Georgetown University Law Center  ( email )

			

			
			
				
				
				
					600 New Jersey Avenue, NW
Washington, DC  20001
United States
202-662-9685 (Phone)

				

				
			

			

		

		
	

	





	

	

	
	
		
	

	

	
	




				
				
				









	
	    












    
    






    
    







    









    
        
        
        
            
            

            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    [image: PDF icon]Download This Paper
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

            
            
                

                

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Open PDF in Browser
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
            
        

    




















	














	
	    







 



	




	







	







































				

				

				
					
						

						
						

						

						
						

					
				

			


			
				
					
						
						
	










	
	    














	
	    














	
	    







	
		Do you have negative results from your research you’d like to share?

		
			

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Submit Negative Results
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
		

	



					

				
				
					
					


	












	
	
	








	
		
			Paper statistics

		

	


	
		
		 
			
				Downloads

				    1,246

			

		
		
		
			Abstract Views

			    7,880

		

		
		 
		
			Rank

			   30,815

		

		
	


	
		
            
            	        1 Citations
		

	

	
		
			
				       64 References
		

	



	
		PlumX Metrics

		
			
		

		
			
		

	





				


				
				
				
					

    
        
            Related eJournals

        	
                    Cyberspace Law eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Cyberspace Law eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            2,017

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           12,801

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Peter Swire at Georgia Institute of Technology - Scheller College of Business, Jonathan L. Zittrain at Harvard Law School and Harvard Kennedy School of Government, Kalie Mayberry at Harvard University - Harvard Law School

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Information Systems Legislation & Regulations eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Information Systems Legislation & Regulations eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            1,857

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            5,952

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                


            

            
                
                

                	
                    IO: Regulation, Antitrust & Privatization eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                IO: Regulation, Antitrust & Privatization eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              999

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           22,850

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Information Privacy Law eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Information Privacy Law eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              447

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            8,026

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Daniel J. Solove at George Washington University Law School, Chris Jay Hoofnagle at University of California, Berkeley - School of Law

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Consumer Law eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Consumer Law eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              390

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            9,566

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Jeff Sovern at University of Maryland Francis King Carey School of Law

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Risk, Regulation, & Policy eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Risk, Regulation, & Policy eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              363

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            5,766

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Adam M. Finkel at University of Michigan School of Public Health, Alberto Alemanno at HEC Paris

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Innovation Law & Policy eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Innovation Law & Policy eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              260

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           29,423

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Emerging Legal Issues in Information Systems eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Emerging Legal Issues in Information Systems eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                                6

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            1,884

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                



                
            

            
        
        
        
                 
        
        

    


				


				
					
					

















				

			

		


		
				
					Feedback
					
				

			

			


	
		
		Feedback to SSRN

		
			
				
					Feedback
					 (required)
				
				
			

			
				
					Email
					 (required)
				
				
			

			
				Submit
				
			
		

		

		If you need immediate assistance, call 877-SSRNHelp (877 777 6435) in the United States, or +1 212 448 2500 outside of the United States, 8:30AM to 6:00PM U.S. Eastern, Monday - Friday.

	







	

	
	
		
		

	




	
	





  
  

	
	
		
	


	
	
		
			
			
		
	
		
	


	
	
	






		
		














	
		
			
				
                    

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Submit a Paper
                    
                        
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
					Section 508 Text Only Pages
				

			
			
				SSRN Quick Links 

					SSRN Solutions
	Research Paper Series
	Conference Papers
	Partners in Publishing
	Jobs & Announcements
	Special Topic Hubs


			

			
				SSRN Rankings 

					Top Papers
	Top Authors
	Top Organizations


			

			
				About SSRN 

					Network Directors
	Announcements
	Contact us
	FAQs


			

			
		

			
	
	


		
			
				
			

			
				
					Copyright
					Terms and Conditions
					Privacy Policy
				

				
					All content on this site: Copyright © 2023 Elsevier Inc., its licensors, and contributors. All rights are reserved, including those for text and data mining, AI training, and similar technologies. For all open access content, the Creative Commons licensing terms apply.

					We use cookies to help provide and enhance our service and tailor content.

					To learn more, visit
					Cookie Settings.
					
						
							
							This page was processed by aws-apollo-l200 in   0.078 seconds 
						
					
					

				

			

			
				
			

		

	









	
		
		
		
		


    
        
        
        

        
        
                
                
                    
                
            
    

    

    


		






    























    




    








	


		[image:  ]

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	

