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Introduction

Forensic Nurse Examiners (FNEs) are specialized healthcare
professionals who play an essential role in the intersection of healthcare
and the criminal justice system. They are trained to provide specialized
care to individuals who have been victims of violence, trauma, or abuse
while simultaneously collecting forensic evidence that may be used in
criminal investigations and legal proceedings. The role of a forensic
nurse examiner is both complex and vital, as it requires a unique
combination of nursing skills, clinical expertise, and knowledge of the
legal system. This article will explore the duties, education, training,
and impact of forensic nurse examiners on both healthcare and justice
[1-3].

What Is a Forensic Nurse Examiner?

A Forensic Nurse Examiner (FNE) is a registered nurse who
has received specialized education and training in forensic science,
focusing on the care of patients who have experienced trauma or abuse,
including sexual assault, domestic violence, child abuse, and homicide.
FNEs are often called upon to collect, preserve, and document evidence
that can be used in legal proceedings. They provide crucial medical care
to victims of crime, while also serving as key contributors to criminal
investigations.

Forensic Nurse Examiners are particularly skilled in conducting
Sexual Assault Forensic Examinations (SAFE), which involve a
thorough physical examination of the patient, the collection of
forensic evidence (such as DNA, semen, and hair samples), and the
documentation of injuries that may be indicative of a crime. The
forensic examination is done with the explicit purpose of preserving
evidence that can be used in criminal cases, but it also prioritizes the
patient’s well-being and healing.

Key Responsibilities of a Forensic Nurse Examiner

The role of a forensic nurse examiner extends beyond just
providing clinical care; it involves a combination of healthcare and
legal responsibilities. Some of the primary responsibilities of a forensic
nurse examiner include:

Providing Medical Care to Victims of Trauma: The primary
responsibility of any forensic nurse is to ensure the immediate medical
needs of the patient are addressed. Forensic nurse examiners are often
the first healthcare providers to assess and care for individuals who
have been physically injured through violence or abuse. They may
provide treatment for wounds, infections, or other conditions caused
by the trauma [4].

Collecting and Preserving Forensic Evidence: Forensic nurse
examiners are specially trained to collect various forms of evidence that
may be used in criminal investigations. This can include the collection
of biological evidence such as DNA, blood, saliva, and semen, or other
physical evidence like hair or fibers. The process must be meticulous
to ensure that the evidence is preserved in a way that maintains its
integrity and can be used in court. Contamination of evidence must be
avoided at all costs, which is why forensic nurses follow strict protocols
when handling evidence.

Documenting Findings: Forensic nurses must carefully document
all of their observations and findings during an examination. This
includes noting the patient's medical history, the details of the injuries
or trauma, the patient’s emotional state, and any other relevant
information. Accurate documentation is crucial, as these records can
be used as evidence in court. Additionally, forensic nurses may be
called upon to testify in legal proceedings, explaining the findings and
the methods used during the examination.

Providing Expert Testimony: A key role of a forensic nurse examiner
is to act as an expert witness in court. When evidence collected by a
forensic nurse is presented during a trial, the nurse may be asked to
testify about the forensic examination process, the findings, and the
importance of the evidence collected. As an expert witness, the forensic
nurse must be able to explain complex medical or forensic concepts in
a clear and understandable manner.

Supporting Victims Emotionally: Many individuals seen by
forensic nurses are experiencing extreme trauma, whether physical or
emotional. Forensic nurse examiners are trained to provide emotional
support during examinations, offering patients a sense of safety and
understanding. They may also provide referrals for counselling, support
groups, or other services to help patients cope with the aftermath of the
trauma they have experienced.

Collaboration with Law Enforcement: Forensic nurse examiners
often work closely with law enforcement agencies, providing key
information to aid investigations. They may work in tandem with
police, detectives, and prosecutors, offering insights based on their
medical findings and the evidence they have collected. In many cases,
their input helps investigators piece together what happened and
determine the best course of action [5, 6].

Education and Training for Forensic Nurse Examiners

Becoming a forensic nurse examiner requires advanced education
and training. Below is an overview of the steps involved in becoming
an FNE:

Obtain a Nursing Degree and Become a Registered Nurse (RN):
The first step to becoming a forensic nurse examiner is to become a
registered nurse. This requires earning a nursing degree (either an
Associate’s Degree in Nursing or a Bachelor’s Degree in Nursing) and
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passing the NCLEX-RN exam.

Gain Experience in Nursing: While not always required, many
forensic nurse examiners begin by gaining clinical experience in
emergency departments, trauma centres, or critical care units. These
experiences help them develop the essential skills needed to assess and
treat patients in emergency or crisis situations.

Specialized Training in Forensic Nursing: Once a nurse has gained
experience, they can pursue specialized training in forensic nursing.
This training can include coursework or certification programs such
as the Sexual Assault Nurse Examiner (SANE) program. The SANE
program is designed to teach nurses the specific skills necessary for
conducting forensic examinations of sexual assault victims, but there
are also other forensic nurse certifications focused on different areas of
forensic nursing.

Certification and Continuing Education: Forensic nurse examiners
can obtain certification through organizations like the International
Association of Forensic Nurses (IAFN). The certification process
typically involves completing additional coursework, clinical hours,
and passing a certification exam. Additionally, forensic nurses are
encouraged to participate in ongoing education to stay current with the
latest practices and advancements in forensic science and law [7-10].

Impact of Forensic Nurse Examiners on Healthcare and
Justice

Forensic nurse examiners serve a critical role in both the healthcare
system and the criminal justice system. Their contributions have a far-
reaching impact in several key areas:

Enhancing Patient Care: Forensic nurse examiners not only treat
physical injuries but also address the psychological and emotional needs
of their patients. They provide trauma-informed care that prioritizes
the dignity and well-being of the patient, ensuring that victims of crime
receive comprehensive care in a sensitive and empathetic manner.

Facilitating Justice: By collecting and preserving forensic evidence,
forensic nurse examiners help ensure that criminal investigations are
based on accurate, reliable information. Their work is crucial for both
prosecuting perpetrators of crime and protecting the rights of the
accused. The evidence they collect may be the key to solving cases and
securing convictions.

Promoting Public Awareness: Forensic nurse examiners often work
to raise awareness about issues like sexual assault, domestic violence,
and child abuse. Their work helps educate the public on the importance

of forensic evidence and the role of healthcare professionals in the
justice system.

Conclusion

Forensic Nurse Examiners play a pivotal role in the care of
victims of violence, trauma, and abuse, while also supporting criminal
investigations. Their unique blend of nursing skills and forensic
knowledge makes them invaluable in both healthcare and law
enforcement contexts. Through their expertise, they not only help
victims heal but also contribute to the pursuit of justice, ensuring that
the evidence necessary for legal proceedings is collected, preserved, and
presented in a way that supports the truth. The work of forensic nurse
examiners is indispensable, making a lasting impact on individuals,
communities, and the legal system as a whole.
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