
Personal data

What is personal data?

‘Personal data’ is any information that can be clearly assigned to a natural person, either directly or with the help of other sources. The person is referred to as the 

‘data subject’. A full definition is provided by the following law: Article 4 (1) GDPR

Examples of personal data

A person’s name clearly constitutes personal data. However, there is also a lot of personal data that may not appear to establish a personal link at first glance:

Example Explanation

Post code A link cannot be made to an individual via a post code without additional information.

Address for a limited company Data protection safeguards data concerning natural persons. Data concerning legal entities (e.g. the name of a limited company, 

the account number for a stock corporation) is not personal data. But be careful: the name of the managing director is the name 

of a natural person and is therefore considered personal data.

Car model A model of a car cannot be clearly assigned to an individual without additional information.

Examples of NON-personal data

Example Explanation

Portrait photo Photos of people are considered to be personal data if the people depicted are identifiable. The deciding factors here are the 

photo quality and the camera angle.

IBAN An IBAN is an international bank account number that can be assigned to a unique individual. Unfortunately, it is not clear 

externally whether this is for an account belonging to an individual or a company. If in doubt, you should always assume there is 

a personal link.

Fingerprint Biometric data such as fingerprints or retina scans are unique personal identifiers. As such, this data is always personal.

Driving licence number A driving licence number can be clearly assigned to an individual with the help of the responsible authority. It is irrelevant 

whether or not this authority releases the information. It is enough to know that, in theory, a link could be made.

The ‘special categories’

Personal data which, when disclosed, may result in significant societal or social 

disadvantages for the individual falls under ‘special categories of personal 

data’ and is particularly worthy of protection. This includes:

▪ ethnic origin;

▪ political opinions;

▪ religious or philosophical beliefs;

▪ union membership;

▪ genetic or biometric data that can be used to identify a natural person;

▪ health data; and

▪ data relating to a person’s sexuality or sexual orientation.

Particularly sensitive personal data can only be processed under very strict conditions. The data subject’s consent is required in most cases.

Examples of particularly sensitive personal data

Example Explanation

Someone who wears glasses People who wear glasses usually have poor eyesight. The information ‘someone who wears glasses’ suggests something about 

the health of the data subject and is therefore a special category personal data.

Atheist The belief that there is no God or gods (atheism) is a religious or ideological belief. It therefore falls within a special category of 

personal data.

Heterosexual The piece of information suggests things about a person’s sexuality or sexual orientation. It is therefore considered particularly 

sensitive data.

Communist The information indicates the data subject’s political opinion and is therefore considered particularly sensitive data.

https://dsgvo-gesetz.de/art-4-dsgvo/
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