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Forensic Nursing 
Kathy Bell, MS, RN, AFN-C, SANE-A, SANE-P, IVSE-C

Violence and trauma affecting people is front-
page news every day. Historically when the 
term forensic was used most people thought 
medical examiner or death of a patient. In 
the early 1990’s SANE (Sexual Assault Nurse 
Examiner) was introduced across the country 
and was identified as a type of forensic care 
that managed a health issue of living patients. 

In the most recent (December, 2024) is-
sue of Oklahoma Nurse an excellent article 
described the nurse response to domestic 
violence (IPV), long been considered a pub-
lic health crisis, and forensic issue. Studies 
have indicated that approximately 10% of all 
violent deaths are IPV-related, and of those 
approximately 39% are homicides, 17% are 
corollary victims, 11% suicide in a suicide/
homicide event, nearly 30% are suicides, and 
2% are legal intervention.1  Gun violence was 
recently proclaimed a public health crisis.  
In the September 2024 issue of Oklahoma 
Nurse, Dr. Carr highlighted the work of the 
Domestic Violence Fatality Review Board.  
How many of those deaths might have been 
prevented if there was more forensic knowl-
edge?

It is common that most nurses do not 
have any formal forensic education in their 
basic nursing courses.  Every nurse, no matter 
the area of practice, will encounter a forensic 
patient making it important that the care of 
these patients not only adhere to the stan-

dards of nursing care but also the important 
aspects of the forensic and legal worlds. 

The knowledge gap may be different 
depending on the setting i.e.; emergency 
room, correctional facility, psychiatric facility, 
or patient set i.e.: victim, offender or com-
munity but the solution is the same. Most of 
the shortcomings are related to a lack of ed-
ucation. There have been many bullet holes 
cut through, bags of clothing containing evi-
dence thrown away or given to perpetrators 
that were not even suspected by healthcare.

Basic knowledge in forensic nursing ap-
plies the nursing process and provides com-
passionate care promoting health while at 
the same time ensuring that sound forensic 
and legal principles are simultaneously ap-
plied to that care. When all nurses are aware 
of the incidence of trauma and the need for 
trauma informed practices, patient care will 
be improved. 

Forensic nurses apply their knowledge to 
patients with intentionally inflicted trauma 
as well as accidentally inflicted trauma. 
Trauma could be physical and obvious, or 
it could be more difficult to recognize as in 
emotional trauma. Health consequences of 
violence with its many dimensions require a 
multidisciplinary approach.

As a relatively new specialty, forensic nurs-
ing blends nursing science, forensic science 
and the law. A nurse with this knowledge is 

proficient in identifying injuries, understand-
ing mechanisms of injury, piecing together 
patterns of injury and identifying patterned 
injuries. This all leads to a suspicious aware-
ness that gets a nurse to think outside what 
initially appears to be obvious. As some ex-
amples: consider that the family that was 
just admitted from a severe auto accident, 
it wasn’t an accident at all but an attempt 
to annihilate the entire family in an IPV situ-
ation. Consider a 65-year-old female patient 
brought in by their significant other. The 
patient is not saying much about what hap-
pened, but the significant other insists she 
had a seizure and that she has had “mental” 
issues for years. IPV with strangulation? Or is 
the female child that comes in with genital 
bleeding experiencing sexual abuse or could 
it be urethral prolapse or a viral condition?

It becomes the duty of the nurse to ap-
ply the forensic nursing process to provide 
the appropriate trauma informed patient 
centered care to the patient. The need for 
documentation of care provided, injuries, 
and evidence observed and collected is an 
essential element of the forensic nursing ex-
amination.  Nurses are not typically prepared 
for giving courtroom testimony, thus making 
it a frightening experience for many. Foren-
sic nursing education acknowledges that 
preparation for the courtroom begins with 
documentation at the time of the examina-
tion. It is important to be precise in writing 
the victims’ words exactly as they state them. 
When documenting injuries, color, shape 
and appearance as well as the location and 
size with measurements should be included. 
Different disciplines will be reading the re-
cord and what an abbreviation or jargon 
might mean for one discipline is different in 
another. An example: r/o could mean rule 
out to a medical person but responding of-
ficer to law enforcement. 

Another important area of forensic nurs-
ing practice is self-care. Knowledge of prac-
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health officials (Provision 8 & 9) is crucial 
to promoting community health initiatives 
and increasing vaccination uptake. 
Furthermore, advocacy for social justice 
(Provision 9) calls for nurses to champion 
equitable access to immunizations, 
ensuring that vulnerable populations are 
protected from preventable diseases.

In a policy shift, the Louisiana Surgeon 
General announced that state health de-
partments will no longer promote mass 
vaccination, stating that vaccine decisions 
should be left to individual conversations 
between patients and their healthcare 
providers (Abraham & Coleman, 2025). 
This decision has sparked debate among 
public health experts, with concerns that 
the move may reduce vaccine uptake and 
increase the risk of outbreaks of prevent-
able diseases. Experts have warned that 
abandoning mass vaccination campaigns 
could lead to increased hospitalizations 
and strain an already overburdened 
healthcare system. Nurses, as frontline 
healthcare providers, must navigate 
these policy changes by advocating for 
evidence-based immunization practices 
and educating patients on vaccine safety 
and efficacy (Kekatos, 2025).

The Ethical Imperative of 
Evidence-Based Practice  
As vaccine misinformation spreads, nurses 
must remain committed to evidence-based 
practice and critical thinking. Providing 
accurate, transparent education fosters 
trust and helps patients make informed 
decisions (Brewer et al., 2017). Nurses 
should use reputable sources like the 
CDC and WHO to counter misinformation 
and advocate for policies supporting 

immunization programs. Ensuring that 
vaccine discussions are grounded in 
scientific evidence and ethical principles 
is crucial for protecting community health 
and preventing outbreaks of vaccine-
preventable diseases. Overcoming 
financial barriers, access challenges, 
vaccine hesitancy, and misinformation 
is essential to improving vaccination 
coverage, addressing disparities, and 
safeguarding all children from vaccine-
preventable illnesses (Hill et al., 2024). n
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tices that prevent compassion fatigue and 
burnout is necessary. 

Forensic healthcare education provides 
a basic understanding of the complexities 
of forensic patients and knowledge that will 

lead to a better ability to provide safety plan-
ning and to assimilate what has happened to 
them in a healthy way. For more information 
contact kathy.bell@okstate.edu n
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