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Abstract

Sexual assault forensic nursing is a specialized field of nursing that blends healthcare, forensic science, and law
enforcement to provide comprehensive care to victims of sexual violence. Sexual assault forensic nurses (SAFNs)
are trained to handle the physical, psychological, and legal aspects of care for sexual assault survivors, offering not
only immediate medical attention but also expert evidence collection that can be crucial in criminal investigations.
This article explores the role of sexual assault forensic nurses, the training and skills required to excel in the field, and
the importance of a trauma-informed approach to care. It also discusses the intersection of healthcare and the legal
system, emphasizing the critical role that SAFNs play in promoting justice and healing for survivors of sexual violence.
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Introduction

Sexual assault is a deeply traumatic experience that can have far-
reaching physical, emotional, and psychological effects on survivors.
In addition to the immediate medical care needed to address injuries,
victims of sexual violence require specialized care that acknowledges
their trauma and supports their healing. Sexual assault forensic nursing
is a field dedicated to this comprehensive care, offering medical
treatment, emotional support, and forensic evidence collection while
navigating the complex intersection of healthcare, law enforcement,
and the criminal justice system [1-4].

Sexual assault forensic nurses (SAFNs) are specially trained
to provide care that recognizes the unique needs of sexual assault
survivors. Their responsibilities extend beyond medical treatment to
include the collection of evidence, documentation of injuries, and the
potential for expert testimony in criminal trials. These nurses must be
skilled in managing the medical, legal, and emotional needs of patients,
all while working to ensure that survivors receive compassionate care
and that justice is served.

This article provides an in-depth look at the role of sexual assault
forensic nurses, the essential skills they bring to the care of survivors,
and the ethical, legal, and emotional challenges they face in their work.

Role and Responsibilities of Sexual Assault Forensic Nurses

Sexual assault forensic nurses are often called to serve in a variety
of healthcare settings, including hospitals, emergency rooms, sexual
assault centres, and law enforcement agencies. Their primary role is to
provide care for survivors of sexual violence while ensuring that medical
evidence is collected and preserved for use in criminal investigations.
Key responsibilities of SAFNs include.

1. Immediate Medical Care

The first priority for SAFNs is to address any immediate physical
injuries sustained during the assault. This may include treating cuts,
bruises, abrasions, and more severe injuries, as well as providing
emergency contraception and prophylaxis for sexually transmitted
infections (STIs). Medical treatment may also involve addressing
emotional distress, including offering crisis intervention and referrals
for mental health support.

2. Forensic Evidence Collection

One of the defining aspects of sexual assault forensic nursing
is the collection of forensic evidence. This includes performing a
Forensic Sexual Assault Examination (SAE), which involves a detailed,
systematic process of collecting biological and physical evidence from
the victim's body. This may include [5].

Swabbing for DNA (from the victim’s body, clothing, or other
surfaces)

. Photographs of visible injuries

. Hair and fiber collection

. Fingernail scrapings for DNA traces

. Collection of any clothing worn by the victim during the assault

. Documentation of injuries with detailed medical and
forensic notes

Proper collection and preservation of evidence are crucial, as it
may serve as critical material in criminal investigations and future
legal proceedings. SAFNs must adhere to strict protocols to ensure
that evidence is not contaminated and that the chain of custody is
maintained [6-8].

3. Trauma-Informed Care

Sexual assault is inherently traumatic, and the physical and
psychological responses of survivors can vary significantly. SAFNs
are trained in trauma-informed care, which focuses on understanding
the effects of trauma and minimizing re-traumatization during
interactions. Key components of trauma-informed care in forensic
nursing include
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Creating a safe, supportive environment where the survivor feels in
control of their care decisions

Providing clear, compassionate communication and offering
information about the procedures being performed

Validating the survivor’s experience without judgment or
assumptions

Empowering the survivor by ensuring they are informed about
their rights and options

Incorporating trauma-informed care into the practice of sexual
assault forensic nursing is essential for promoting healing, preserving
dignity, and supporting the long-term psychological well-being of
survivors [9, 10].

4. Legal and Ethical Responsibilities

In addition to providing medical care, SAFNs play a pivotal role
in the legal process. Their work often intersects with law enforcement
and the criminal justice system. Some of their legal and ethical
responsibilities include:

Documenting all findings accurately: SAFNs must provide detailed,
objective documentation that may later be used in court. This includes
recording medical histories, injury patterns, and evidence collected
during the forensic exam.

Providing expert testimony: SAFNs may be called upon to testify
in court as expert witnesses, explaining the findings of their forensic
examination and the significance of the evidence collected.

Maintaining confidentiality and privacy: SAFNs must respect the
survivor's confidentiality and ensure that any disclosure of information
is done in a legally appropriate manner, especially given the sensitive
nature of sexual assault cases.

Training and Skills of Sexual Assault Forensic Nurses

To become a certified sexual assault forensic nurse, nurses typically
complete specialized training and education that combines clinical
skills, forensic knowledge, and an understanding of the criminal justice
system. Common elements of this training include:

Forensic Science: Understanding the principles of forensic evidence
collection, chain of custody, and the role of evidence in criminal
investigations.

Medical Examination: Learning the specifics of the forensic sexual
assault examination, including injury assessment, sample collection,
and documentation techniques.

Trauma-Informed Care: Acquiring skills to provide compassionate,
non-re-traumatizing care for victims of sexual violence.

Legal and Ethical Issues: Understanding the laws governing sexual
assault cases, evidence handling, and the responsibilities of forensic
nurses as expert witnesses.

Many SAFNs also pursue certification through organizations
like the International Association of Forensic Nurses (IAFN), which
offers the Sexual Assault Nurse Examiner (SANE) certification. This
certification is recognized as a mark of expertise in the field and ensures
that nurses have the specialized knowledge needed to provide high-
quality forensic care.

Challenges and Ethical Considerations in Sexual Assault
Forensic Nursing

Working in the field of sexual assault forensic nursing presents

several challenges and ethical considerations, including:

Emotional Impact: The trauma that survivors of sexual violence
experience can also affect the healthcare providers working with them.
SAFNs must practice self-care and seek support to avoid burnout,
especially when handling emotionally taxing cases.

Balancing Care and Justice: Nurses must balance the care of the
survivor with the need for evidence collection and potential legal
proceedings. They must provide compassionate, survivor-cantered care
while also recognizing the role they play in the broader justice system.

Addressing Cultural Sensitivity: Victims of sexual violence come
from diverse backgrounds, and SAFNs must provide culturally sensitive
care that respects differences in language, traditions, and beliefs.

Supporting Victims of All Genders: While the majority of sexual
assault survivors are women, men, transgender, and non-binary
individuals also experience sexual violence. SAFNs must be prepared
to support individuals of all genders and offer inclusive care.

Conclusion

Sexual assault forensic nursing is a vital and growing field that
bridges the gap between healthcare, law enforcement, and the criminal
justice system. Sexual assault forensic nurses are uniquely positioned
to provide compassionate, trauma-informed care to survivors of sexual
violence while also playing an essential role in collecting forensic
evidence and promoting justice. Through specialized training and
expertise, SAFNs ensure that sexual assault survivors receive the care
and support they need during a critical and often overwhelming time
in their lives.

As the field of forensic nursing continues to expand, it is essential
to provide ongoing education and resources to SAFNs to help them
navigate the complex emotional, legal, and medical aspects of sexual
assault care. By doing so, we can ensure that survivors of sexual
violence receive the highest standard of care and that justice is pursued
with integrity and compassion.
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