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_______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Understanding delirium 

 

Enhanced Patient Observation Service 

Information for Patients 

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Delirium is a sudden change in a person’s thinking and awareness that causes confusion. It 

develops quickly over a few hours or days. It is often caused by an underlying illness or problem. It 

can make a person confused, restless, sleepy, frightened, or unsure of where they are. 

Some people may see or hear things that are not there. Delirium can affect anyone and is 

common in our hospitals. It is more common in: 

• older people,  

• people who are unwell, 

• those with visual or hearing problems, 

• people with dementia or memory 

problems, 

 

What causes delirium? 

Delirium is usually caused by an underlying physical problem. Often there can be more than one 

cause that needs treating. Common causes include: 

• infections,  

• dehydration,  

• constipation,  

• difficulty passing pee (urine), 

• pain,  

• medicines,  

• surgery,  

• abnormal blood sugar levels,  

• liver or kidney problems,  

• stroke or brain injury, 

• suddenly stopping alcohol,  

• smoking,  

• not wearing glasses or hearing aid,  

• being in an unfamiliar place, 

 

How is it treated? 

We have to find out what is causing it and treat the cause.  As the underlying condition improves, 

the delirium will also get better. Staff will help patients: 

• know where they are and what is 

happening.  

• to give comfort and support.  

• to encourage eating and drinking.  

• make sure patients they have their 

glasses or hearing aids.  

• review any medicines to make sure 

they are helping, 

• monitor for pain. 
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Recovery  

Recovery is different from person to person. Some people improve within a few days, while severe 

cases may take several weeks or months to fully recover. People living with dementia may take 

longer to recover. After an episode of delirium the person may not remember what has happened. 

They may be left with unpleasant thoughts or frightening memories.    

 

How can family and friends help?  

Family and friends can help by giving comfort and support. They can bring glasses, hearing aids, 

familiar items from home like clothes and family photos. They can encourage eating and drinking, 

gently remind the person where they are and what is happening. If they seem confused, stay calm 

and help them feel safe. Try not to argue or repeatedly correct them. If available, completing a 

Know Me Better document can also help staff understand what is important to them.  

 

Going home  

Most people continue their recovery at home when the cause of the delirium has been treated. 

Recovery can take time and some people may still have some confusion after leaving hospital. 

If the person does not have a diagnosis of dementia and has not seen a doctor about memory 

problems before, ask their GP to check their memory about 3 months after discharge. This helps 

make sure they have fully recovered. If confusion comes back or memory problems get worse 

after leaving hospital, please contact your GP for advice. 

 

Will it happen again? 

Once someone has had delirium, they are more likely to get it again. If you have had delirium 

before, you may get signs that it is coming back. You must then contact your GP as soon as 

possible. If medical problems are treated early, it can stop delirium from happening again.  

To reduce the risk of delirium you should eat and drink well, keeping digestion regular (avoid 

constipation), wear your glasses and hearing aids, sleep well and stay active and avoid too much 

alcohol. 

If you would like this information in another language or format such as EasyRead 

or Braille, please telephone 0116 250 2959 or email uhl-tr.equalitymailbox@nhs.net 

We are a research hospital and you may be asked to take part in research 

Health information and support is available at www.nhs.uk or call 111 for non-emergency medical advice  

Visit www.uhleicester.nhs.uk for maps and information about visiting Leicester’s Hospitals.  

To give feedback about this information sheet, contact uhl-tr.informationforpatientsmailbox@nhs.net 

Re-use of this leaflet is restricted by Creative Commons license 
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