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INTRODUCTION 

Anyone who has experienced sexual violence has a right to receive a medical forensic exam 

(MFE), from a qualified sexual assault forensic / nurse examiner utilizing a victim-centered 

approach.  A victim-centered approach “is defined as the systematic focus on the needs and 

concerns of a victim to ensure the compassionate and sensitive delivery of services in a 

nonjudgmental manner.” 5  In comparison and very closely aligned is the Institute of Medicine’s 

definition of patient-centered care as: “Providing care that is respectful of, and responsive to, 

individual patient preferences, needs and values, and ensuring that patient values guide all 

clinical decisions.”1  Although the terms “victim-centered” and “patient-centered” are very 

closely aligned, there are important differences. “Victim-centered” speaks directly to the fact 

that the person has had “something” done to him/her and “patient-centered” does not. (The 

“something”, for the purpose of this document, is a sexual assault.) In a victim-centered 

approach, the patient’s medical well-being, wishes, and safety take priority in all matters and 

procedures.5 

 

This guidance document will use the term “victim-centered” because the SANE must provide 

care to the patient acknowledging that a patient who is a victim of sexual assault has special 

needs. 

 

VICTIM-CENTERED APPROACH 
A victim-centered approach begins the moment the SANE meets the patient who has 

experienced sexual assault. Creating a safe environment is strongly influenced by how 

consistently and forthrightly a SANE handles a situation that may provoke feelings of being 

vulnerable or unsafe.  The demeanor and tone of voice of the SANE will create the atmosphere 

for the patient care encounter. The patient will quickly determine if the environment is safe. If 

it is not, the patient will be hesitant to share his/her physical and emotional needs, and 

providing effective care will be hindered.  

 
Conveying the below listed attitudes or attributes to the patient, through verbal or non-verbal 

behavior, increases the likelihood of creating a safe environment. 

 Honesty 

 Openness 

 Access 

 Respect (individual and cultural) 

 Non-judgmental 

 Supportive 

 Patience 

 Believing 
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During a sexual assault the patient’s sense of control is taken from him/her. Therefore, it is 

important to recognize that victims of sexual assault need to regain a sense of control once the 

assault is over. The SANE may assist the patient to regain a sense of control by empowering the 

patient to make decisions regarding care and treatment, and focusing on the patient’s 

strengths. (Once the patient makes a decision, it must be honored.)  Making decisions assists 

the patient to feel competent in making choices and in regaining control of self and 

environment.  Asking the patient how they have dealt with adversity in the past helps the 

patient and SANE to focus on a patient’s strengths (what has worked well in the past).  Focusing 

on strengths helps the patient to remember that he/she has overcome problems or challenges 

in the past and can do so again.  

 
UTILIZING A VICTIM-CENTERED APPROACH when providing care 
 Protect the patient’s privacy and attend to the patient’s immediate physical and emotional 

needs  

 Ensure the safety of the patient 

 Avoid re-traumatizing the patient 
 All treatment, discussions and care should be voluntary 
 Be sensitive to the individual needs of the patient (physical, mental and spiritual) 
 Assist the patient in regaining a sense of autonomy 
 Support and empower the patient in decision making 
 Obtain informed consent and reinforce to the patient that all decisions are left up to 

him/her 

 Ensure and maintain confidentiality 

 Treat the patient in a non-judgmental manner 

 The patient’s decision to report, or not to report, the sexual assault should not influence 
care provided 
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