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What It Is

Police encounters with knife-armed individuals frequently begin not as criminal investigations but as welfare

checks, suicide calls, or medical emergencies. The constitutional question at the door of the residence is

whether officers may enter without a warrant to render emergency assistance. The answer depends on a

narrow but well-established doctrine – not on a broad “welfare check” exception or a general community-

caretaking function.

The Core Rule

Officers may enter a home without a warrant when they have an objectively reasonable basis for believing that

an occupant is seriously injured or imminently threatened with such injury (Brigham City v. Stuart, 2006; 

Case v. Montana, 2026). The inquiry is objective: the officer’s subjective motive does not control. An officer

may therefore enter for a legitimate emergency purpose even where the occupant objects, no crime is being

investigated, and the concern is self-harm rather than harm to another.

Community Caretaking Is Not a Home-Entry Exception

The Supreme Court in Caniglia v. Strom (2021) unanimously rejected the argument that the “community

caretaking” doctrine – developed in the vehicle context – creates a standalone warrant exception for homes.

The heightened constitutional protection of the home requires more. A welfare purpose, benevolent intent,

or general police protective function does not by itself justify warrantless entry. The entry must rest on

emergency aid, exigency, consent, or another recognized Fourth Amendment basis.

No Separate Probable-Cause Requirement

Case v. Montana (2026) resolved a significant open question: emergency-aid entry does not require probable

cause in the criminal-investigation sense. Police responded after a man’s former girlfriend reported he was

suicidal, sounded erratic, may have a gun, and may have already shot himself. Officers knocked, received no

answer, observed an empty handgun holster and what appeared to be a suicide note from outside, and

entered. Inside, an officer approaching a bedroom closet was confronted by the subject who emerged holding

what appeared to be a firearm and was shot. The Court unanimously held the entry lawful under Brigham

City’s objectively-reasonable-basis standard and declined to impose a higher probable-cause threshold.
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Case is significant for edged-weapon research because its encounter trajectory – suicide threat, welfare

response, warrantless emergency entry, unexpected confrontation inside the home, apparent weapon, officer

force – is the structure of a substantial category of edged-weapon shootings.

Self-Harm Creates an Emergency

The emergency-aid doctrine is not limited to danger from third parties. A credible risk that a person is about

to shoot, stab, or otherwise seriously injure themselves can satisfy the entry standard. Relevant factors include:

explicit suicide threats, recent self-harm statements, weapon access, prior attempts, reports from clinicians or

family members, abrupt cessation of communication, visible blood, apparent suicide notes, sounds of distress,

and inability to obtain a response. No single factor is automatically dispositive.

A subject’s denial of suicidal intent does not necessarily defeat an emergency where officers already possess

sufficiently reliable contrary information (Sutterfield v. City of Milwaukee, 7th Cir. 2014).

Officers Do Not Need Certainty

Michigan v. Fisher (2009) established that emergency-aid entry requires an objectively reasonable basis, not

certainty. Officers do not need to know exactly who is injured, precisely what injury occurred, or whether the

emergency will prove as serious as feared. Welfare-check decisions are made with incomplete information, and

the standard accounts for that.

Entry and Force Are Separate Questions

A lawful emergency entry answers only one constitutional question: whether officers were permitted to enter.

It does not make subsequent force lawful.

The force question is governed by Tennessee v. Garner, Graham v. Connor, Barnes v. Felix, and applicable

circuit precedent – an independent objective-reasonableness analysis focused on what the officer knew and

perceived at the moment force was used. A benevolent origin does not require officers to absorb a deadly

attack, and a violent confrontation does not retroactively invalidate an entry that was reasonable when made.

But the two questions must remain analytically separate.

After Barnes v. Felix, courts may consider the broader relevant chronology: why officers were there, what they

knew about the crisis, how they entered, available space, communication, cover, containment, and how the

threat developed. Poor tactics do not automatically convert reasonable force into excessive force, but they

remain part of the context.
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Self-Directed vs. Officer-Directed Threat

Many welfare-check knife encounters begin with a self-directed threat that later transitions to an officer-

directed one. Where a person holds a knife to their own body, emergency intervention may be justified, but

that self-directed threat does not automatically justify deadly force against the person. The analysis changes

when the person turns toward officers, advances, raises the knife, or otherwise creates a threat to police or

third parties.

The research record should separately code the reason for police intervention and the direction of the threat

immediately before force was used, because the legal question at each stage is different.

Time and Staleness

Emergency aid depends on urgency. The longer the elapsed time between the reported threat and police entry,

the more important it becomes to assess whether the emergency reasonably remains ongoing. A suicide threat

made hours earlier does not automatically remain an active emergency; new information – or the absence of

any information – can reduce or maintain concern. Officers should assess whether the emergency persists, not

simply invoke a past report as indefinite justification.

Evidence Discovered After Entry Cannot Create the Justification

The constitutional basis for entry must be established by what officers reasonably knew before they entered.

Evidence found inside – a knife, blood, a note, the subject’s condition – can confirm that the emergency was

real, but it cannot retroactively supply a basis that did not exist at the time of entry. Research coding should

separately capture pre-entry information and facts discovered after officers were already inside.

Scope of Emergency Search

Emergency aid does not authorize unlimited search. Permissible scope generally relates to locating the person

at risk, locating other injured persons, neutralizing the immediate danger, and securing obvious weapons

where necessary for safety. Once the emergency is resolved, the justification for continued warrantless

searching diminishes.

Police-Created Exigency

Officers cannot manufacture an emergency through conduct that itself violates the Fourth Amendment and

then rely on the resulting exigency. This doctrine is conceptually distinct from – though related to – officer-

created jeopardy in force analysis. Police-created exigency asks whether police improperly created the basis for

warrantless entry; officer-created jeopardy asks whether pre-force tactics unnecessarily created the conditions

that led to force. Both questions may arise in the same incident.
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What the Doctrine Does Not Establish

Every welfare check permits home entry

Every suicide report creates exigency

Probable cause of a crime is required

Probable cause of a medical emergency is required after Case

A person refusing to answer the door automatically creates an emergency

A person’s denial of suicidal intent automatically defeats an emergency

Community caretaking independently authorizes home entry

Lawful entry makes subsequent force lawful

Later discovery of a weapon retroactively validates entry

A constitutional entry requires the best possible tactics afterward

Policy Implications

Document the factual basis for emergency entry before officers enter. Officers should be able to

articulate what specific information supported an objectively reasonable belief of serious injury or

imminent threat. A general “welfare check” is not a sufficient constitutional articulation.

Assess whether the emergency remains active, not just whether a past threat was made. A suicide threat

made hours earlier may have diminished in urgency; new information may either increase or reduce

concern. Entry decisions should be contemporaneous assessments, not reflexive responses to initial

dispatch notes.

Separate pre-entry tactics from post-entry force decisions in review. Use-of-force review should code

the reason for police presence, the basis for entry, post-entry positioning and communication, threat

direction and transition, and the moment of force – not collapse all of these into a single force-review

determination.

For self-directed threats, identify the moment – if any – when the threat became officer-directed. Many

edged-weapon welfare-check shootings hinge on this transition. Review should capture whether the

transition occurred before or after officers closed distance, made physical contact, or took other actions

that may have precipitated the change.

Consider whether containment outside the structure was available before entry. If a subject is inside

without other occupants at risk, containment at the perimeter while requesting specialized resources

(crisis negotiator, CIT officer, co-responder) may be available. Whether that option was considered and

what factors led to immediate entry should be documented.
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