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Introduction

This research introduces a professional whose role is already well-defined
and recognized within international criminal justice systems, but who re-
mains relatively unknown in Hungary. This professional is typically re-
ferred to in Hungarian literature as an 'igazsagiligyi szakapolo', which
roughly translates to 'forensic nurse'. However, this designation does not
fully capture the complexity of the tasks performed by this professional.
This emerging role is gaining increasing importance in criminal proceed-
ings, particularly regarding the forensic and procedural aspects of evidence
handling.

The relevance of the topic lies in the fact that, although nurses and other
healthcare professionals in practice frequently encounter victims of crime
— especially in cases of sexual violence, domestic violence, or child abuse
— the Hungarian legal system currently does not provide them with institu-
tionalized authority to collect evidence properly, document it, or participate
in judicial proceedings.

In this paper, I present, based on international examples—particularly
the experiences of the United States and other common law systems—how
the forensic nurse has become a key actor in criminalistic processes. I then
explore how and under what conditions this professional role could be in-
tegrated into the framework of Hungarian criminal procedure.
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The concept and historical overview of forensic nursing

According to scholarly definitions, a forensic nurse is a registered nurse
who has received specialized training in forensic medicine, criminalistics,
and criminal procedure, and is prepared to provide comprehensive
healthcare and legal support to victims of crime.!

Their responsibilities include documenting injuries, conducting forensic
examinations, recording victim statements, and cooperating with law en-
forcement and judicial authorities. When necessary, they may also testify
as expert witnesses in court proceedings, while simultaneously providing
emotional support to patients and their families.>

The development of forensic nursing can be traced back to the 1980s in
the United States, when it became increasingly evident that victims of vio-
lent crimes—particularly sexual assault—were not adequately served by
conventional medical care. Traditional medical examinations often failed
to ensure the proper documentation and preservation of evidence, rendering
such evidence inadmissible in criminal proceedings. To address this gap,
specially trained nurses began working with trauma survivors, offering
both medical care and legally sound documentation of forensic evidence.?

A major milestone in the field was the launch of the first Sexual Assault
Nurse Examiner (SANE) program in 1977 in Memphis, Tennessee.
Throughout the 1980s, several initiatives were launched across the country
with the aim of providing trauma-informed, holistic care to victims, while
improving the quality and reliability of evidence collection. In 1992, the
International Association of Forensic Nurses (IAFN) was established,
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which remains one of the most prominent global organizations in the field,
playing a key role in standardization, training, and research.*

The forensic nurse’s criminalistic significance

The forensic nurse holds a particularly important role in criminal proceed-
ings from a criminalistic perspective because, due to their unique position,
they are able to recognize and professionally document material residues
relevant to the crime—such as blood, saliva, hair—as well as other types
of traces, like clothing items or other physical evidence.’

These traces are often at risk of being damaged during the initial hospital
care—such as during clothing changes, cleaning, or medical interventions.
If there is no healthcare professional present who recognizes their crimi-
nalistic value, such evidence can easily be lost. The forensic nurse can help
precisely in this aspect: identifying evidence-worthy traces and material
residues, and ensuring their proper separation, documentation, and preser-
vation.®

This role is particularly important because the police or forensic experts
often come into contact with the victim much later—when some of the
traces may already have been damaged or destroyed. Therefore, the foren-
sic nurse can sometimes be the first and only person to detect and record
such traces while they are still intact. For this reason, it would be essential
to introduce specialized training and procedural protocols dedicated to this
task.
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Conditions and professional requirements for becoming a forensic
nurse

In order to become a forensic nurse, one must first hold a registered nurse
or advanced practice nurse qualification. Building on this, a specialized
postgraduate training program is undertaken, which specifically focuses on
forensic nursing. ’

This training covers a range of knowledge areas: from the basics of fo-
rensic medicine, through the recognition and documentation of criminal-
istic traces, to the lawful collection and preservation of evidence. An es-
sential part of the curriculum is victim-centered care—meaning that the
nurse not only performs their technical duties well but also supports the
trauma-affected patient with empathy and appropriate communication.®

In addition, knowledge of legal procedures is indispensable—especially
preparation for appearing as an expert witness in court. These nurses often
testify in court, where they must provide professional opinions on their in-
vestigative experiences, documented traces, or the patient’s condition.’

The training includes not only theoretical but also practical components:
through case studies, simulations, and clinical practice, trainees acquire the
necessary skills. This is particularly important because, for example, during
evidence handling, the so-called chain of custody—the procedural chain
ensuring the authentic traceability of evidence—must be strictly followed
to maintain the credibility and validity of the traces throughout the pro-
cess.!?
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The International Association of Forensic Nurses (IAFN) recognizes
several certifications. The most well-known among these is the Sexual As-
sault Nurse Examiner (SANE), specialized in caring for victims of sexual
assault. There are also more general forensic certifications, such as the Fo-
rensic Nurse Examiner, or those specialized in the psychiatric field, like the
Forensic Psychiatric Nurse.'!

Obtaining these certifications typically requires passing exams, gaining
practical experience, and ongoing continuing education. This highlights
that the forensic nurse is an interdisciplinary professional, combining
healthcare, legal, and forensic technical knowledge—thus serving as a
bridge between patient care and criminal justice.

The development of forensic nursing in Hungary

In the Hungarian healthcare and justice system, the position of a "forensic
nurse" does not yet exist as an officially recognized professional role. How-
ever, in the complex care of crime victims—especially in emergency and
psychiatric departments—there is an increasing emphasis on trauma-in-
formed care, strict documentation discipline, and cooperation with author-
ities.'

For similar purposes, the Probation Service of the Ministry of Justice
was established in Hungary on July 1, 2003. This service aimed to imple-
ment reform efforts defined in the national crime prevention strategies (Act
No. 115/2003 of the National Assembly). Among other objectives, it placed
great emphasis on ensuring that the direct interests of the victim carry
greater weight in criminal proceedings, strengthening the offender’s obli-
gation to make reparations, and mitigating the damages caused by the

1 Available at: https://www.forensicnurses.org/page/aboutSANE
Accessed: 06.15.2025
12 Nogel, M. (2020): Current issues in expert evidence. HVG-ORAC, Budapest. p. 75
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crime. Alongside the retributive approach to justice, the idea of restorative
justice also emerged in Hungary.!?

Subsequently, on January 1, 2006, county and central forensic offices
were established in 19 counties and in Budapest, respectively. Their ex-
panded responsibilities included victim support. Crime victims can turn to
these offices for financial aid, legal, and psychological assistance with their
problems. !

Currently, this activity in Hungary is performed by hospital doctors or
general practitioners working in the healthcare system. However, due to a
lack of forensic and criminal law knowledge, they often carry out this task
without sufficient thoroughness, which at times significantly complicates
the process of proving evidence.

The potential procedural role of the forensic nurse in the Hungarian
criminal procedure

The purpose of this study is to examine the procedural role that the forensic
nurse may assume within the framework of the current Hungarian Criminal
Procedure Code (hereinafter: CPC).'

First, it is necessary to review the regulation of the CPC, with particular
attention to the definition of persons involved in the procedure. According
to Section 37 of the CPC, "the defendant, the person reasonably suspected
of committing the crime, the defense counsel, the victim, the private pros-
ecutor, the subsidiary private prosecutor, the private party, the party with a
proprietary interest, other interested parties, and the legal person subject to
the procedure as defined by law shall participate in the criminal procedure."
Based on this provision, it can be established that the forensic nurse does
not appear as an independent, explicitly named procedural participant in
the law.

13 Sziics, E. (2010/4): The concept, development, and role of victim support and victim
care in criminalistics, pp. 124—-145

14 Szfics, E.: ibid.

15 Act XC of 2017 on Criminal Procedure
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However, it is worth examining the "other interested parties" category
mentioned at the end of Section 37. Paragraph (1) of Section 58 defines
other interested parties as natural or legal persons) whose rights or legiti-
mate interests are directly affected by the decision made in the criminal
procedure, or b) who have rights or obligations related to the procedural act
affecting them as set out in this law.” Paragraph (2) provides an illustrative
list, which includes, among others, witnesses, experts, assistants, and per-
sons subject to identification procedures. Accordingly, the forensic nurse
may appear as an "other interested party" in various capacities, such as an
expert or an assistant.

When considering the possibility of an expert role, Section 188 of the
CPC must be taken into account, which states: "If the establishment or as-
sessment of the facts to be proven requires special expertise, an expert shall
be appointed." The forensic nurse possesses complex and specialized
healthcare and forensic knowledge, which may justify their expert role in
interpreting bodily injuries, psychological conditions, and traumatic symp-
toms. This role is particularly relevant in cases involving sexual abuse, do-
mestic violence, or minor victims.

Furthermore, based on Section 59 of the CPC, the forensic nurse’s par-
ticipation as an assistant can also be examined. According to the law, "in
order to represent or protect the rights and legitimate interests of the de-
fendant, the victim, the party with a proprietary interest, and other inter-
ested parties, and to facilitate the exercise of rights or the fulfillment of
obligations under this law, assistants may participate in the criminal proce-
dure." Among the explicitly listed assistants are, for example, "support per-
sons" and "adult persons designated by the victim or the complainant.”
Consequently, the forensic nurse may participate in the procedure on the
victim’s side as a supporter or an assistant designated by them. This partic-
ipation is particularly justified if the victim requires special treatment, such
as being a child, elderly, or person with disabilities.
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De lege ferenda proposals

As the conclusion of my thesis, I would like to list my de lege ferenda pro-
posals which, in my conviction, would facilitate the introduction of the fo-
rensic nurse role into the Hungarian criminal justice system.

1. First, I consider it indispensable to establish a clear and unambigu-
ous legal definition. It would be necessary to explicitly name the
forensic nurse as a distinct legal entity in the Criminal Procedure
Act and the related healthcare and judicial legislation, and to pre-
cisely define in which cases and under what conditions they may
participate in criminal proceedings.

2. My second proposal concerns the detailed specification of compe-
tencies and responsibilities. It is important that the legislator clearly
stipulates the tasks a forensic nurse may perform—such as docu-
menting injuries, professionally recording statements, collecting
primary evidence, and, if necessary, appearing as a witness in court.
This would not only clarify the role but also promote the develop-
ment of protocols for cooperation between the police, prosecution,
and judiciary.

3. Thirdly, I consider the introduction of specialized training programs
necessary. A multidisciplinary postgraduate program, built upon
basic legal, forensic, psychological, and healthcare knowledge,
would provide an opportunity for domestic nurses to acquire appro-
priate qualifications aligned with the standards of the International
Association of Forensic Nurses (IAFN).

4. Furthermore, I propose that the procedural status of the forensic
nurse be integrated into the expert system. It would be advisable to
examine the possibility of including the forensic nurse as a forensic
expert within the criminal procedure.

5. Finally, I advocate for the launch of pilot programs and methodo-
logical research. These pilot programs would enable the practical
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application of forensic nurses, for example, in child protection cen-
ters, crisis centers, or units caring for victims of sexual violence. At
the same time, this would offer the legislator an opportunity to eval-
uate the organizational, professional, and legal impacts of integra-
tion.

Closing thoughts

In summary, I believe that institutionalizing the role of the forensic nurse
would not merely mean creating a new professional position within crimi-
nal proceedings. Rather, it would represent the establishment of a collabo-
rative system between healthcare services and the criminal justice system
that strengthens the protection of victims’ rights, the professional handling
of evidence, and the fairness of the procedure.
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