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What It Is

A welfare check is a police response initiated for a protective rather than investigative purpose: a person may
be injured, suicidal, experiencing a medical emergency, or in behavioral crisis. Welfare checks account for a
significant share of edged-weapon encounters that result in officer use of force. Understanding that trajectory
— from call to entry to contact to confrontation — requires separate legal analysis at each stage, because the
authority to enter, the adequacy of tactics after entry, and the reasonableness of force are three different

constitutional questions.

Entry Authority: What the Law Requires

Warrantless entry into a home is presumptively unreasonable under the Fourth Amendment, but the
emergency aid doctrine authorizes entry when officers have an objectively reasonable basis for believing that an
occupant is seriously injured or imminently threatened with serious injury. This standard comes from
Brigham City v. Stuart (2006) and was reaffirmed in Case v. Montana (2026), which squarely held that no

additional probable-cause requirement applies in the emergency-aid context.

Key practical rules:

* A welfare check is not itself a warrant exception. Caniglia v. Strom (2021) eliminated community
caretaking as a standalone home-entry doctrine. Entry must rest on emergency aid, exigent
circumstances, consent, or another recognized basis — not on the general fact that police are performing
a protective function.

* Self-harm can create an emergency. A credible and current risk that a person is about to harm
themselves — through suicide threat, reported self-infliction of injury, visible blood, access to a weapon,
absence of communication after alarming contact — can satisfy the emergency-aid standard.

* A subject’s denial does not automatically defeat exigency. Where officers possess reliable information
contradicting the denial, the emergency may remain active. Susterfield v. City of Milwaunkee (7th Cir.
2014) held entry justified despite the subject’s insistence she was fine.

* Evidence discovered after entry cannot retroactively create the constitutional basis for the entry. Pre-
entry information governs. The strength of the justification should be assessed only from what officers

reasonably knew before they crossed the threshold.
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The Trajectory: From Welfare Entry to Force

A lawful entry answers only the first constitutional question. Once officers are inside, a separate analysis

applies to how the encounter developed and a third to any force used.

The most common trajectory in edged-weapon welfare encounters:

1. Police enter lawfully based on credible emergency information

2. They locate a person who is armed, in crisis, or non-responsive

3. Contact is made at close range, in a confined space, or without tactical containment

4. The person — who may be responding to internal stimuli, not to police — moves or acts in a way that is
perceived as threatening

5. Force is used

The entry being lawful does not validate each subsequent decision. How officers moved through the
structure, at what distance and pace they made contact, whether they gave the subject time to register their
presence, whether cover was available and used, whether specialist resources had been requested, and whether

the initial threat was self-directed or officer-directed all remain part of the totality after Barnes v. Felix (2025).

Self-Directed Threat vs. Officer-Directed Threat

This distinction is the most important variable in welfare check force analysis. A person who holds a knife to
their own throat presents a self-directed threat. Entry may be entirely justified to prevent that self-harm. But
the immediate danger runs from the subject to the subject, not to officers — and that distinction governs the

force question.

Force becomes potentially justified when the threat redirects: when the subject advances toward officers, raises
or extends the weapon toward police, lunges, closes distance, or acts in a way that creates a threat to officers or
others. Many encounters move among these categories within seconds, and the direction of threat

immediately before force is used — not the direction of threat when officers first made entry — is what governs

the force analysis.

The implication for tactics: officers entering to prevent self-harm are not in the same operational posture as
officers responding to an active assault. Rushing toward a self-directed threat to gain control creates the very
officer-directed threat that force would then be used to address. Whether that pattern creates officer-created

jeopardy under applicable circuit law depends on how the encounter developed.
Confined Space and Contact Distance

Welfare checks frequently occur in apartments, small residences, bathrooms, closets, and other confined spaces

where maintaining standoff distance is structurally difficult. Officers who enter confined spaces voluntarily —
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rather than being forced there by operational necessity — are trading the tactical resource most relevant to

managing an edged-weapon encounter.

The entry question and the tactical question are different. Officers may be lawfully inside a building while
their choice to approach a specific room, hallway, or confined area without cover, without backup, or at close
range remains part of the totality-of-circumstances analysis. Estate of Ceballos v. Husk (1oth Cir. 2019)
addressed precisely this configuration: an officer who approached rapidly in a confined space an armed person
in mental-health crisis, without using available distance or cover, was found to have potentially created the

immediate threat that force was then used to address.

Communication in Crisis

Persons in psychiatric emergency, acute intoxication, or severe behavioral disturbance often cannot process the
same command structure that would be effective in a traffic stop or a routine call. Commands that are too fast,
too loud, or too numerous for the subject to track may produce no response or an unpredictable one — neither

of which is equivalent to deliberate defiance.

Officers who interpret every non-response as escalating resistance are making an assumption about cognitive
capacity that crisis response evidence does not support. Effective communication in crisis encounters is slower,

simpler, and less directive than enforcement commands. It requires distance to function.

Dispatch and Pre-Arrival Information

The information developed before officers arrive shapes what they are legally authorized to do and what tactics

are appropriate. Dispatch information should capture:

* The source and reliability of the crisis report

* Known weapon access

* Prior contacts and relevant history

* Whether the person has complied with requests or resisted in prior responses

* Whether a mobile crisis team, CIT officer, or negotiator is available and should be routed

Officers who arrive without this information operate at a disadvantage. Agencies that do not route relevant
p ge. Ag
prior-contact history to responding units are systematically impairing officer ability to calibrate initial

approach - a policy gap with both operational and legal implications.
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Policy Implications

1. Track the entry-to-force trajectory as a unit. Post-incident review should map the full sequence from
dispatch information through entry authority through contact tactics through force decision.

Analyzing only the final seconds treats a trajectory as a moment.

2. Classify threat direction at each phase, not only at force. Review should distinguish whether the initial
threat was self-directed, when if ever it became officer-directed, and what officer actions preceded that

transition.

3. Route specialist resources to welfare calls, not only to active-threat calls. CIT officers, mobile crisis
teams, and negotiators are most valuable before first contact. Routing them as backup after an

encounter has already escalated reduces their utility.

4. Confined-space approaches require explicit justification. If officers enter a bathroom, closet, or narrow
hallway to locate an armed subject, the report should document why approach was operationally

necessary rather than containment and communication from the threshold.

5. Brief officers on what is known before first contact. The gap between dispatch information and officer
knowledge at the scene is a training and policy problem, not an inevitable feature of emergency

response.
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