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Your Right to Informed Consent for Medical Treatment1  
Canada Fact Sheet [Plain Text Version] 

Your right to informed consent for medical procedures and treatment is protected under Canadian law. For 
Indigenous people, rights to free, prior and informed consent for decisions about your body and your lands are 
interconnected.2  

What does your right to informed consent mean? 
Andrea Carmen, Executive Director of the International Indian Treaty Council, defined free, prior and informed 
consent of medical procedures as “the right to feel fully informed (while awake), to hear the pros and cons, 
the right to have a waiting period if you want it, and hear about other options…” all without pressure or 
coercion.3 According to Canadian law, informed consent means that you have enough information and time to 
make your decision and you have agreed to the medical procedure or treatment. Your consent may be 
implied, spoken out loud, or put in writing.  
 

You have the right to decide whether or not you would like any procedure or treatment. This decision is yours 
to make and it is voluntary. No one can pressure or threaten you into making a decision. You also have the 
legal right to change your mind at any point.  
 

How much information is enough information for informed consent? 
In order to make an informed decision, you must be provided information about the risks, benefits, and 
alternatives to the procedure or treatment, as well as the risks of not having the procedure or treatment. 
 

What does implied consent mean? 
During most of your health care appointments, your healthcare provider is working on what is called implied 
consent. This means that your words, behaviour, or the situation communicates your consent. For instance, if 
you make an appointment with a doctor, attend the appointment, answer questions about your health 
history, and communicate through body language that you are okay with your doctor physically examining 
you, you have implied consent for this appointment and examination. 
 

You have the right to withdraw your consent at any time. For instance, you can say: “I am not going to answer 
any more questions about my health history,” or “I am not comfortable with you physically examining me.”  
 

What if a doctor does not provide me with the information I need to make an informed 
decision because of their personal beliefs? 

Some doctors will not provide you with full and balanced information about specific procedures, treatment, 
and medications because this information goes against their personal beliefs. Information about birth control 
options, abortions and tubal ligations are sometimes left out because a doctor doesn’t agree with their use. 
 

Unfortunately, a doctor’s responsibility to share information with you depends on the province. In Ontario, 
doctors must provide you with information about all related medical options.4 In Saskatchewan and Manitoba, 
physicians can provide you with this information or arrange for you to get this information from another 
source like a counsellor, health care provider, or publicly available pamphlet.5,6 
 

If a doctor does not meet their responsibilities to ensure you receive full and balanced information about your 
medical options, find another healthcare provider who will. You can report a physician who does not meet 
these responsibilities to their provincial College of Physicians and Surgeons.  
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What can I ask my physician? 
• Can you ask me before you touch me? 

• What are all the possible things that may 
happen if I take this medication or have this 
procedure? What are the chances that these 
will happen?  

• Can I check that I understand what you have 
said? 

• Is there written information that I can take 
home?  

• Is there another way I can learn more about 
this? 

• I would like to take some time to think about 
my treatment/medication options. What are 
the possible things that may happen if I do so? 

• You have not brought up this medication or 
procedure as an option, can you tell me about 
this?  

• If you are not able or willing to give me 
information about these different options, can 
you refer me to a healthcare provider who can? 
If not, is there another way I can get this 
information? 

 

When does a doctor not need my consent? 
If there is a medical emergency and you are cannot consent, a doctor can do what is medically necessary. For 
instance, if you are in severe pain or your life is threatened and you are unconscious, a doctor can proceed 
with needed treatments and procedures. If you have made it clear that you don't want treatment before you 
become unconscious, a doctor cannot perform the procedure even if it is medically necessary. 
 

Who can I talk to if my rights to informed consent have been violated? 
You can contact your provincial or territorial human rights agency: 
https://www.chrc-ccdp.gc.ca/eng/content/provincial-territorial-human-rights-agencies  
 

Here is some information about filing a human rights complaint:  
https://egale.ca/awareness/faq-human-rights-complaint/  
 

You can also make a complaint to your provincial College of Physicians and Surgeons.  
 

If you are an Indigenous woman and a physician or other healthcare provider pressured, coerced or forced you 
to have a tubal ligation, you can learn more about the Forced Sterilization Class Action Case and talk to a 
lawyer at Maurice Law at no cost. For more information visit https://www.mauricelaw.com/forced-
sterilization-class-action.  
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