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Medication review  
Medications such as diuretics, steroids 
and painkillers can cause delirium. The 
introduction of new medication or the 
sudden withdrawal of existing medication 
can also cause delirium. 

It is important that medication is taken as 
prescribed and that medication is reviewed 
and monitored by a doctor / GP.

Remember: 🇵 🇮 🇳 🇨 🇭  🇲 🇪

To help spot delirium, look out for:

🇵ain   

🇮nfection   🇲edication

🇳utrition  🇪nvironment

🇨onstipation

🇭ydration

What to do if you think 
someone you care for has 
delirium
1. Inform the nurse, doctor or GP of the 

person with suspected delirium as soon 
as possible. 

2. Continue to follow the prevention 
strategies listed above as these can 
moderate the course of delirium. 



Delirium is a common condition that 
affects the brain. 

Whilst many people recover quickly, it is a 
serious condition and may require hospital 
admission. Some people may not get back to 
how they were before the delirium.

This leaflet aims to describe the common 
condition of delirium and how it can be 
prevented.

What is delirium?
Delirium is a sudden deterioration in 
mental functioning often resulting from an 
underlying health condition or infection. 
Delirium can develop quickly, over a period of 
hours or days.

Many older adults experience delirium in 
hospital and in the community. 

Delirium can result in a change in cognition, 
meaning those affected may appear 
confused, distracted and lacking awareness. 

A person with delirium may have trouble 
with their memory or ability to use language 
as they normally would. Some people may 
become fearful or distrustful of others or 
experience a change in their personality. 

Strategies to prevent delirium
Delirium can be prevented. It is also possible 
to reduce the chronicity of delirium. There 
are different types of strategies (both physical 
and environmental) that all play a role in 
helping to prevent and moderate delirium.

Getting enough sleep 
Getting enough sleep is important for our 
physical health and cognition. Having a good 
night’s sleep can be promoted by increasing 
exposure to natural light during the day (by 
opening blinds or curtains, going outside, or 
sitting by the window), and reducing lighting 
at night.  It is also helpful to schedule time to 
relax and to have access to a peaceful, quiet 
environment for rest times. 

Staying oriented in time and place 
It is important to stay as independent as 
possible with daily activities and minimise 
confusion. Having access to a clock and a 
calendar can help with orientation, along with 
following a regular daily routine. Activities 
which provide stimulation or meaningful 
occupation are especially helpful (e.g. puzzles, 
having conversations, helping with a task).

Preventing infections 
It is important to prevent and treat any 
infection that may cause delirium to develop. 
Treating pain is also important - watch out 
for localised pain, ingrown toenails, redness, 
swelling, cuts and bites. Colds and flu can also 
cause delirium to develop. It is also important 
to practise good hygiene and hand washing.

Keeping hydrated and eating well
If getting to a toilet feels challenging or 
takes a lot of effort it can be tempting to 
drink and eat less to reduce the number of 
trips needed to the toilet. This can, however, 
lead to urinary tract infections, dehydration, 
constipation and diarrhoea; all of which can 
all lead to delirium. It is important to drink 
enough fluids (e.g. water, milk, tea) and eat 
a well-balanced diet to promote healthy toilet 
habits and good physical and mental health. 

Being as active as possible 
Staying both physically and mentally active 
is important for maintaining independence. 
Staying active also helps to regulate your sleep 
and mood, can aid recovery from surgery, and 
reduces the likelihood of constipation. 

Facilitating connection with others  
Social connection can promote a sense of 
safety, belonging and security. This can 
reduce stress and enhance mood. It can also 
help with staying oriented in time and place. 

It is important to facilitate regular 
opportunities for social interaction, either 
face to face or over the phone or internet. 
When communicating with a person at 
risk of delirium, ensure communication is 
clear and, where necessary, gently remind a 
person who they are and who you are. 

Address sensory impairments that may interfere 
with social interaction such as ensuring 
dentures are clean, well fitted and comfortable, 
hearing aids are worn and working, and glasses 
are worn where necessary. This will also help 
with staying oriented in time and place. 

The risk of experiencing delirium 
increases with age, particularly in those 
with a diagnosis of dementia. Delirium 
can, however, affect younger people, 
particularly those who have recently been 
unwell, including those who have had 
COVID-19.


