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Who Is The Forensic 
Nurse?
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• Specially trained Registered Nurse

• Provider of care
• Nurse first

• Objective evidence collector

• Collaborator with investigators

• Interaction with advocacy

• Testifier of facts of case
• Here is where the “objective” is very important.



• Majority of SANEs have other full-
time nursing positions.

• Motivated by desire to provide 
service to underserved 
populations.

• Enjoy the medical/legal 
challenge of forensic nursing.

• Experience is key to ability to 
identify and document injury and 
accurately assess patient.
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The SA 
Examination 
Document

• How many pages should 
there be in the SA Report?

• Are they all there?

• Is everything filled out?

• Are there any blank pages?

• Are all the pages labeled 
with identifiers?

• Is the document signed?

• Is there reference to photo-
documentation?
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At the beginning
• Paper vs. Electronic

• Entire State went to electronic MR in 2019

• The things you don’t see in your discovery
• Consent forms

• For exam and ROI
• Triage document
• Discharge teaching doc
• Nurse's notes
• Addendums
• HIV Risk Assessment

• Do you want or need these items?
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Other Pertinent 
Documents

• Strangulation document

• Lethality Assessment (LE)

• Additional evidence 
collection

• Touch DNA
• Clothing

• DNA Report
• May be more than 

one

• ED Records
• EMS
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TOTALLY 
MISSING 
PAGE
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Potentially 
Paramount 
Information for the 
Defense

• Vital signs, height/weight

• Illnesses
• Chronic disease, mental 

illness

• Surgeries

• Medications
• Psychotropic Rx

• Sedatives, tranquilizers, 
antidepressants

• Recent consensual sexual 
contact

• Suicidal ideation
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“Hmmm..?”
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Do You See A 
Problem 

Here?
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Or Here?
“Hmmm..”

11



“Demeanor” 

• Means absolutely nothing to the legal proceeding and to 
the determination of fabrication, confabulation, or 
exaggeration.

• Every single human being reacts differently to events –
whether they be traumatic or not.

• Things you will read about AV –
• Eyes down, monotone, shaking, crying, 

laughing, giggling with friends, gasping, 
blanket over head, picking at fingers, pulling 
legs together, defiant, uncooperative, etc.

• If you read these thing –
• Speech slurred, unable to focus eyes, falling 

asleep during exam, appears impaired, goes 
off on tangent during history, etc. 

• “Hmmmm…”
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HISTORY
OF EVENT 

• Gathered by the SANE at the beginning of the 
examination process.

• Guides evidence collection.

• Admissible verbatim.

• The SANE should identify what part of her 
documentation is verbatim and what is 
anecdotal.

• Hearsay exclusion - Currently begin 
challenged?

• The first very important piece to review to 
assess for inconsistencies in this accounting 
vs. other interviews with LE and witnesses.
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WILL SEE 
HISTORY IN 
NARRITIVE 

FORM



“Trauma Brain”
Neurological Impact of  
Trauma on Memory

• Rebecca Campbell, PhD, 2008

• Research Continues

• May impact memory regarding time frames, “the order of things”.

• Memories of events may be delayed. 
• New memory may “appear” with passage of time.

• Additional information may be added, BUT the information given should remain the 
same!






HISTORY 
CONTINUES

• Very detailed

• Yes/No Answers

• Nitty-gritty of who did what to whom.

• Make sure this matches what the patient 
says in the narrative portion of the exam.

• Portions missing from this page.

• Did you notice it?



PHYSICAL ASSESSMENT

• Make sure you have the diagrams 
and that they have notations on 
them.

• Pay attention to what is on the 
diagram and the narrative,

• Compare that to what the AV 
reports to have happened during 
the assault.

• “She hit me in the head with a 
bottle and slapped me across the 
face. I slipped and fell to the floor, 
hitting the side of my face.”
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When You See This, And You Will,
“Hmmmm..”

Ask the SANE – “Did you assess the body or the face of this alleged 
victim?”  In nursing, if it isn’t documented, you didn’t do it. This is a very 

common error by forensic nurses 18



This Is The Way “No Findings” Should 
Documented
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The Genital Exam

• Perhaps one of the most important portions of the examination.

• One of the most common errors by “new” SANEs is over-calling injuries.
• This is the reason to ask how many exams has the SANE done.
• Unless the SANE has done a minimum of 50-75 exams , they are considered inexperienced.

• If you see documented multiple areas of “redness”, “abrasions”, “bruising”, you should be thinking, 
“Hmmmm…” and strongly consider having another SANE review the photos.

• Redness is NOT a finding. 
• There are many reasons for redness and some genitals are naturally red.

• Tenderness is VERY subjective. 

• Flinching is natural.

• Use of toluidine blue dye, which is standard for some teams, is often applied in error and if proper 
technique is not utilized, can distort findings which may or may not be traumatic.
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Make Sure That 
These Two Pages 

Match

• These pages are designed to 
describe any abnormalities by word 
and diagram.

• They must match anatomically and 
regarding findings of trauma.

• If they don’t, it’s another “Hmmm..” 
moment



The Last Page And One of  
the Most Important
• The SANE is responsible to not only collect swabs from the most 

appropriate areas as dictated by the history, but any others that 
she/he deems has potential for foreign protein.

• Do you see anything concerning about this document?

• The forensic scientists rely on the documentation by the SANE to 
determine the most appropriate fluid to test on each swab.

• The lab is currently testing only 3 swabs from each SA kit.
• This is to ensure that all SA kits submitted to the State 

laboratory are processed within 30 days.

• Is there a problem with this protocol?

• If you receive a report from the prosecutor that indicates “preliminary” 
remember to request the “final” report which will determine whether 
your client’s DNA is present.
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If  You Hire A Forensic Nurse Expert….

Give your expert plenty of 
time to review records 
and insure she/he has all 
the documents related to 
the case.
• If they are thorough, they will 

want witness statements, LE 
reports, medical reports.

A court order is necessary 
for your expert to be 

allowed access to the 
photo documentation.

Determine with your 
expert whether you 
would like a written 
report.
• The most time consuming and 

thus expensive part of the 
review.

Consider asking your 
expert to listen to the 

testimony of the SANE 
testifying for the 

prosecution.
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At Trial - What the 
SANE Will and 
Won’t Give the 
Defense Attorney

• Her/his honest assessment of the examination 
experience.

• Any information you don’t specifically ask for.

• An opinion regarding how the findings of the 
exam occurred.

• If the patient was “raped” or not.

• If she/he believes what the patient told her/him.

• Has she/he ever seen anything like this before.

• If the findings are “consistent” with sexual assault 
or “proof” of what the AV said happened.

(The SANE should NEVER state “YES”. If 
she does, you should think, “Hmmm..?”)
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In Conclusion
• The sexual assault examination is lengthy process 

which is done systematically and per international 
protocol.

• 3-4 hours is the average time for completion 
by an experienced SANE.

• This is dependent on circumstances of 
alleged assault, patient stability, and 
organizational skills of the nurse.

• Photographic documentation is the international 
standard-of-practice.

• The SANE’s documentation is  the record of her 
actions. If it isn’t documented, it didn’t happen.

• This is true for ALL nursing practice but is 
essential in a medical/forensic examination.

• The goal is not to find fault, but to hold the forensic 
nurse to a standard expected by other forensic 
examiners.

• Having testified over 150 times for the prosecution 
and defense, I can say that treating the SANE with 
respect and courtesy while also examining the 
concerns you have regarding her/his process and 
findings, will result in the most positive outcome 
for your clients.
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QUESTIONS?



THANK YOU
Jeanlee F. Carver

jeanleefc@msn.com

801-721-3211
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