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Abstract
Forensic nursing, a unique field that bridges nursing practice with the criminal justice system, has undergone 

significant transformation since its inception. This article explores the evolution of forensic nursing by examining its 
historical development, current practices, and future directions. Beginning with its early roots in the late 19th and 
early 20th centuries, the field has grown from informal roles in injury documentation to a recognized specialty with 
structured training and certification. Key milestones include the establishment of the Sexual Assault Nurse Examiner 
(SANE) program and the formation of professional organizations like the International Association of Forensic Nurses 
(IAFN). Currently, forensic nurses perform critical functions such as evidence collection, patient assessment, and legal 
testimony, while facing challenges related to emotional stress, legal complexities, and technological advancements. 
Future directions for forensic nursing include the integration of advanced technologies, enhanced interdisciplinary 
collaboration, and a global perspective on diverse cultural and legal contexts. Emphasizing research and evidence-
based practice will be crucial for addressing emerging challenges and optimizing the effectiveness of forensic nursing. 
This review provides a comprehensive overview of the field’s trajectory and offers insights into its future development.
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Introduction
Forensic nursing represents a specialized intersection of healthcare 

and the legal system, addressing the needs of individuals who have 
experienced violence, abuse, or trauma. This emerging field combines 
the principles of nursing with forensic science to offer comprehensive 
care to victims while also contributing to legal investigations and 
proceedings. As society’s understanding of violence and its impact on 
health has evolved, so too has the role of forensic nursing, which has 
grown from a nascent concept into a well-defined specialty [1].

The roots of forensic nursing can be traced back to the late 19th 
and early 20th centuries, when nurses began documenting injuries and 
providing care for victims of violence. The formal establishment of the 
field occurred in the 1970s and 1980s, driven by increasing recognition 
of the need for specialized care for survivors of sexual assault and 
domestic violence [2]. Pioneering programs, such as the Sexual Assault 
Nurse Examiner (SANE) program, marked a significant advancement 
by introducing structured training and certification for forensic 
nurses. The formation of professional organizations, including the 
International Association of Forensic Nurses (IAFN), further solidified 
forensic nursing’s role within both the healthcare and legal systems.

Today, forensic nurses are integral to the multidisciplinary approach 
to managing cases of violence and abuse. Their responsibilities extend 
beyond traditional nursing care to include evidence collection, detailed 
documentation, and providing expert testimony in court. Despite 
these advancements, forensic nursing faces ongoing challenges, such 
as managing the emotional toll of the work, navigating complex legal 
environments, and adapting to rapid technological changes [3].

Looking ahead, the field of forensic nursing stands at a pivotal 
juncture. Technological advancements offer new opportunities for 
evidence collection and case management, while interdisciplinary 
collaboration promises to enhance the effectiveness of forensic 
investigations [4]. Furthermore, a global perspective is increasingly 
important as forensic nursing practices continue to evolve in diverse 
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cultural and legal contexts.

This article aims to provide a comprehensive overview of the 
evolution of forensic nursing, highlighting key historical milestones, 
current practices, and emerging trends. By examining these elements, 
we seek to offer insights into the future directions of the field and 
propose strategies for advancing forensic nursing practice and research.

Historical Perspectives

Early beginnings The roots of forensic nursing can be traced back 
to the late 19th and early 20th centuries, when nurses began to play a 
role in caring for victims of violence and collecting evidence [5]. Early 
pioneers such as Florence Nightingale advocated for the documentation 
of injuries and the importance of evidence in patient care.

Formalization of the field The formalization of forensic nursing 
began in the 1970s and 1980s, driven by the recognition of the need for 
specialized care for victims of sexual assault and domestic violence. The 
development of the Sexual Assault Nurse Examiner (SANE) program in 
the United States marked a significant milestone, providing structured 
training and certification for nurses in forensic evidence collection [6].

Growth and recognition In the 1990s and early 2000s, forensic 
nursing gained wider recognition as a distinct specialty. Professional 
organizations, such as the International Association of Forensic Nurses 
(IAFN), were established to support the field, provide certification, and 
advocate for policy changes. The integration of forensic nursing into 
broader healthcare and criminal justice systems further solidified its role.
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Current Practices

Roles and responsibilities Forensic nurses perform a range of 
critical functions, including the assessment and documentation of 
injuries, collection and preservation of evidence, and provision of 
expert testimony in court [7]. They work in various settings, including 
hospitals, forensic units, and legal environments, and often collaborate 
with law enforcement and legal professionals.

Educational and training programs The growth of forensic 
nursing has led to the development of specialized educational programs 
and certifications. Nursing schools now offer advanced courses and 
degrees in forensic nursing, and continuing education opportunities 
are available for practicing professionals. These programs emphasize 
the importance of evidence-based practices and adherence to legal 
standards [8].

Challenges and opportunities Forensic nurses face numerous 
challenges, including managing emotional stress, navigating complex 
legal processes, and staying updated with evolving forensic technologies. 
Opportunities for advancement include increased interdisciplinary 
collaboration [9], improved technology integration, and expanded 
roles in preventative and community-based interventions.

Future Directions

Technological advancements The integration of advanced 
technologies, such as digital forensics and telemedicine, offers new 
opportunities for forensic nursing. Innovations in evidence collection, 
data analysis, and remote consultations can enhance the efficiency and 
accuracy of forensic investigations.

Interdisciplinary collaboration Strengthening partnerships 
between forensic nurses, law enforcement, legal professionals, and 
researchers can improve case management and victim support. 
Collaborative approaches can lead to more comprehensive care and 
more effective justice outcomes [10].

Global perspectives As forensic nursing continues to develop 
globally, there is a need to address diverse cultural and legal contexts. 
International collaboration and knowledge exchange can contribute to 
the growth of forensic nursing practices and the standardization of care 
across different regions.

Research and evidence-based practice Further research is needed 
to explore the effectiveness of forensic nursing interventions, the 
impact of training programs, and the development of best practices. 
Evidence-based research can drive improvements in clinical and legal 
outcomes and support the ongoing evolution of the field [11].

Conclusion
The evolution of forensic nursing reflects a dynamic and growing 

field that has adapted to meet the changing needs of victims of violence 
and abuse. From its origins in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, 
forensic nursing has transitioned from informal roles in injury 
documentation to a specialized practice with established training, 
certification, and professional standards. Significant milestones, such 
as the development of the Sexual Assault Nurse Examiner (SANE) 
program and the formation of organizations like the International 
Association of Forensic Nurses (IAFN), have been pivotal in shaping 

the field and affirming its critical role in both healthcare and the legal 
system.

Currently, forensic nurses are integral to the multidisciplinary 
approach to addressing violence and trauma, performing essential 
functions such as evidence collection, patient assessment, and legal 
testimony. However, they face ongoing challenges, including managing 
the emotional demands of their work, navigating complex legal 
frameworks, and keeping pace with rapid advancements in forensic 
technology.

Looking forward, forensic nursing is poised for continued growth 
and development. Advancements in technology offer promising 
opportunities for enhancing evidence collection and case management, 
while greater interdisciplinary collaboration can lead to more effective 
outcomes for victims and improved justice processes. Additionally, 
a global perspective is crucial as forensic nursing practices adapt to 
diverse cultural and legal contexts across the world.

To ensure the continued evolution and success of forensic nursing, 
ongoing research and evidence-based practice will be essential. This 
includes exploring the effectiveness of various interventions, evaluating 
training programs, and developing best practices that address emerging 
challenges. By embracing these future directions, forensic nursing 
can enhance its impact on both healthcare and the justice system, 
ultimately contributing to better outcomes for individuals affected by 
violence and abuse.
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