
247Chapter 8  •  Issues in Policing

during the pursuit). The second category of exigent circumstances, related to 
escape and/or presenting a danger to others, refers to situations when taking 
the time to secure the warrant would present a clear and present danger to 
the community if the police officers did not act immediately. The final exi-
gent circumstance is known as evanescent (something that quickly fades or 
disappears) evidence. In this case, a warrantless search is authorized because 
the evidence could be destroyed easily and quickly (for example, flushing 
drugs down a toilet). The idea behind these exigent circumstances is that 
the police, acting on probable cause but under extreme circumstances, must 
have the authority to conduct the warrantless search.

Police officers must be well trained in order to determine whether 
they can search for evidence without a warrant. Circumstances are not 
always entirely clear, and decisions must be made rather quickly. The 
“Ethical Decision Making” box in this chapter provides a scenario for 
your review.

The police will often conduct another type of search called an admin-
istrative search, or an inventory search, but these are not searches in 
the sense of the Fourth Amendment. Rather, they are administrative in 
nature and done as part of routine police duties. For instance, if a police 
officer arrests a driver for driving while intoxicated (DWI) and there were 
no passengers in the car, the officer must have the car towed. Because 
items in the car need to be accounted for, the officer is required by depart-
mental policy to conduct an inventory of the vehicle’s contents. This is not 
a search for contraband but simply a search for accountability purposes. 
If, however, the officer comes across contraband, he or she, having the 
legal right to have found it, may use it as evidence for purposes of probable 
cause and then secure a search warrant to search the rest of the vehicle for 
similar contraband.

All five of these warrantless searches, as well as the actual search war-
rant obtained from a judge or magistrate, are based on probable cause, 
circumstances under which the police have some evidence that a crime 
has been committed and contraband is located someplace. Often, however, 

  
ETHICAL DECISION MAKING

WHAT IS A “REASONABLE” SEARCH?

Chandra Katz is a criminal justice student taking online 
courses while working as a police officer at the local 
university. Officer Katz is patrolling the streets adjacent 
to the residence halls when she sees someone climbing 
into one of the windows. Katz wants to make sure 
that the individual is not a burglar. She knocks on the 
apartment door and no one answers. She turns the knob 
and learns the door is unlocked. She opens the door and 

walks in. A group of students (not criminal justice majors, 
we hope) is sitting in the living room smoking marijuana.

YOU DECIDE

1.	 Can Katz search the apartment? Why or why not?

2.	 Should Katz arrest the students? Explain.

3.	 Would it matter if the students were older, or if they 
lived in Colorado? Explain.

administrative search: 
Searches conducted without a 
warrant for inventory purposes, 
when police take property, 
into their possession for legal 
purposes.


