
IMMINENT DANGER
The 3 Essential Elements That
Give You Justification To Shoot



IMMINENT
DANGER Each state offers a slightly different 

interpretation of the law of self-defense, 
and we encourage you to learn the 
laws in your state. For the purposes of 
this discussion, we will use Wisconsin 
(home state of the USCCA) State Statute 
939.48, which states, in part, “The actor 
may not intentionally use force which is 
intended or likely to cause death or great 
bodily harm unless the actor reasonably 
believes that such force is necessary to 
prevent imminent death or great bodily 
harm to himself or herself.”

The key words here are “intentional” 
and “imminent.” While an intentional 
act can be fairly easy to define, it is the 
word “imminent” that plays the biggest 
role in determining whether or not a 
person can use deadly force in self-
defense. The Wisconsin Department 
of Justice Bureau of Training and 
Standards, which sets the curriculum for 
the state’s Law Enforcement Academies, 
trains recruits that, for a threat to be 
considered “imminent,” three factors 
must be present: Weapon. Intent. 
Delivery System. Let’s look at them 
individually.
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A weapon isn’t necessarily a gun. It could be a 
knife, a blunt object like a hammer or bat, or even 
a personal weapon like fists or feet.
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A weapon does not have to be a 
gun. It can be any instrument that, 
when used in an attack, is likely to 
cause death or great bodily harm. 
Knives and impact weapons can 
certainly become weapons when 
used in an assault, but so can fists 
and feet. Contrary to popular belief, 
some murders are committed by 
“unarmed” persons. 

A disparity of force, whether 
it be the size of the attacker, the 
number of attackers or the training 
and experience the attacker brings 
to the fight, can be the “weapon.” 
Basically, if you reasonably believe 
that the person attacking you can 
cause death or great bodily harm, 
you may use an appropriate level of 
force to stop the assault.

Intent can be declared or it can be 
implied. Declared intent is simple. 
Someone may clearly declare intent 
by saying, “I’m going to kill you.” 
Implied intent includes actions that 
show the potential victim that the 
attacker is likely to use the weapon 
in the assault. If you have clearly 
ordered a person to stay away from 
you and that person keeps coming, 
you can, considering the totality 
of the circumstances, reasonably 
assume that person intends to do 
you harm. 

Again, this is based on the totality 
of the circumstances, and the 
prosecutor will conduct a thorough 
investigation to ensure your version 
of events meets the standard for 
justifiable use of force.

Delivery System simply means 
that the attacker has the means to 
carry out the threat — to use that 
weapon as part of a deadly assault.

 
Example #1

The classic example is a man 
across the street, in a wheelchair, 
waving a knife and screaming that 
he will kill you. Because of the 
distance, his limited mobility and 
the style of weapon he is using, this 
threat is not imminent. 

Example #2 
The same man in the same 

wheelchair — holding a gun 15 feet 
away from you — IS an imminent 
deadly threat, and you should act 
accordingly to protect your life.

What does it mean to “act accordingly?”
The first thing you need to remember when faced with 

an imminent deadly threat is to “get off the X.” In other 
words ... move! The attack is coming to where you are and 
your movement forces the attacker to adjust his or her 
assault. Distance gives you time, and time gives you the 
opportunity to respond. 

If at all possible, your movement should be toward 
cover or concealment. Cover is anything that stops 
bullets. Concealment is anything that makes you more 
difficult to see and thus makes it more difficult for the 
attacker to accurately complete the attack. If concealment 
is all you have, use it while you look for cover. There will 
be lots going on, but, during the fight, you should always 
be looking for and moving toward any location that gives 
you a tactical advantage. 

Keep in mind the range of a firearm is best described as 
“your line of sight unbroken by cover.” What that means is 
this: If the bad guy can see you, his bullets can reach you. He 
may not be accurate enough to consistently score hits on a 
human-sized target at long range, but a lucky (unlucky for 
you) shot could still have deadly consequences. Distance 
is nice, but cover is better. 

There is much to think about during a deadly force 
encounter. Legal issues, tactical issues and safety issues 
will all be racing through your head. It is far better to have 
the answers before the shooting starts. If you know, before 
the fight begins, what makes a threat imminent, you won’t 
waste valuable time thinking about your legal obligations 
and can instead use that time to make tactically sound 
decisions that will help you prevail when your life is on 
the line.

Weapon Intent Delivery System
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