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Care of the Elderly 
 

Delirium 
You have been given this leaflet because you or your relative/friend, has 
been diagnosed with delirium during their hospital stay 

 

What is Delirium? 

Delirium is a sudden change in a person’s mental state or consciousness. 
It can cause confusion, problems with concentration, excessive sleepiness 
or agitation. Some patients may become paranoid, experience 
hallucinations or have a complete change in personality. Delirium develops 
quickly (hours to days) and symptoms can fluctuate but in most cases, it 
improves over time. 

 

Why do you get delirium? 

Delirium can happen for different reasons. It is more common in hospital 
patients, especially those over 65 years old, with a diagnosis of dementia 
or who have cognitive impairment (decline in memory). It is also more 
common in patients who have been admitted for emergency surgery, a 
broken hip or for patients who have had delirium in the past. 

 

Causes of Delirium 

• Pain 

• Infection 

• Poor nutritional intake 

• Constipation 

• Urinary retention (inability to pass urine) 

• Dehydration 

• Imbalance of electrolytes (sodium or potassium being too high or low) 
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• Poorly regulated blood sugar in diabetes 

• Underactive thyroid 

• Some types of medicines 

• Frailty 

• Head injury 

• Stroke or Transient Ischemic Attack (TIA) 

• Alcohol excess/toxicity 

• Change of environment 

 

How is delirium treated? 

The most important step is identifying delirium and treating the underlying 
cause. Patients with delirium may become agitated and we aim to manage 
this without using medicines. Medication will only be used if the patient is 
extremely distressed or unsafe due to the delirium. 

 

Everyone is different in how long it takes for delirium to improve or resolve. 
Some people may improve within 24 to 48 hours, while others may take 
several weeks. In some cases, patients experience symptoms when 
leaving hospital and the following weeks or months. Your GP and medical 
team will be able to support you during this time. 

 

What can family and friends do? 

Family and friends can help in lots of ways. They can: 

• Reassure patients about where they are and why they are there. 

• Help patients to eat and drink. 

• Bring in familiar objects and photographs to provide comfort. 

• Make sure they have their own glasses, hearing aids and dentures. 

 

If there are times during the day when the patient seems more confused, 
visiting at those times can be helpful. Please speak to the nurse in charge 
to discuss the possibility of open visiting. 

 

http://www.uhcw.nhs.uk/
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What will you remember about the delirium? 

Everyone’s experience with delirium is different. Some people may have 
unpleasant memories of their delirium, while others may not remember it at 
all. 

 

How to prevent delirium 

Delirium cannot always be prevented, but there are steps you can take to 
reduce the risk of getting it again. 

1. Stay hydrated and eat a balanced diet. 

2. Limit alcohol intake. 

3. Seek urgent medical assistance if you have any health concerns. 

4. Make sure your bowels open regularly.  

5. Use prescribed hearing aids and glasses and make sure they are 
checked regularly. 

6. If admitted to the hospital again, make sure to bring: 

• Up to date medication list 

• Hearing aids 

• Glasses 

• Dentures 

• Comfortable clothes 

• Good supportive footwear 

 

If you would like more practical advice you can contact the Dementia and 
Delirium team (details on the back of this leaflet) 

 

Will you get delirium again? 

After you have had delirium, you are more likely to have it again. It is 
important to seek medical assistance early if you start feeling unwell. 

 

If you have ongoing concerns about your cognition and short-term 
memory, contact your GP as soon as possible. Early diagnosis is important 
so that you and your family can get the right support and care. 

http://www.uhcw.nhs.uk/
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Where to get more information 

If you need more information, the nursing and medical staff can help you, 
or you can contact the hospital’s Dementia and Delirium team. 

 

Dementia and Delirium team 

Office: Outside Ward 20 

Office hours: 8am to 5pm 

Telephone: 024 7696 4998 

 

Other Sources 

NICE Guidance: Information for people with delirium, carers and those at 
risk of delirium: 

http://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/CG103/InformationForPublic  

 

Alzheimer’s Society: Provides advice and support on all forms of dementia: 
www.alzheimers.org.uk  

 

Carers UK: Provides information and support for carers: 

www.carersuk.org  

 

The Trust has access to interpreting and translation services. If you need 
this information in another language or format, please contact 024 7696 
4998 and we will do our best to meet your needs. 

 

The Trust operates a smoke free policy. 

 

Did we get it right? 

We would like you to tell us what you think about our 
services. This helps us make further improvements and 
recognise members of staff who provide a good service. 

Have your say. Scan the QR code or visit: 
www.uhcw.nhs.uk/feedback  

  

http://www.uhcw.nhs.uk/
http://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/CG103/InformationForPublic
http://www.alzheimers.org.uk/
http://www.carersuk.org/
http://www.uhcw.nhs.uk/feedback
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