
DefiniƟon of Delirium 
Acute onset of impaired aƩenƟon, cogniƟon (memory, orientaƟon, 
language), consciousness, percepƟon, behaviors, and/or emoƟons that may 
fluctuate, have a medical cause, and are not due to demenƟa.  OŌen called 
“acute confusion.”  Terminal delirium:  irreversible and can occur in the days 
before dying; anƟpsychoƟcs used more liberally for comfort in these cases. 

Delirium Assessment and Management 

1. Is the person more confused today than usual?  If yes, the person might 
have delirium and a brief cogniƟve assessment should be done. 

2. Brief CogniƟve Assessment:  People with the level of demenƟa indicated 
can usually perform these aƩenƟon‐based tasks, while those with 
delirium cannot. Severe demenƟa is difficult to test.  Change in cogniƟve 
status is usually determined by observaƟon.  Compare vs. recent baseline.
 Mild DemenƟa:  list days of week and months of year backwards.   
 Moderate DemenƟa:  count backwards from 20 to 1.   

3. Delirium Screening:  See the screening tool, derived from the Confusion 
Assessment Method (CAM), CAM‐ICU, and MDS, on the other side. 

4. If the screening suggests delirium, assess and treat possible causes: 
 Vitals (pulse, blood pressure, temperature, respiratory rate, pulse‐

oximetry, pain). 
 Physical examinaƟon to diagnose infecƟons or other acute medical 

condiƟons such as consƟpaƟon, pneumonia, pressure ulcers, MI (heart 
aƩack), CVA/TIA (stroke). 

 Basic laboratory evaluaƟon (urinalysis, creaƟnine, sodium, potassium, 
calcium, glucose, CBC with differenƟal). 

 Review medicaƟons with parƟcular aƩenƟon to anƟcholinergics, 
benzodiazepines, or new medicaƟons (see Drugs that  May Cause 
Delirium or Problem Behaviors).  DisconƟnue if benefit does not 
outweigh potenƟal harm. 

 Review restraints (foley catheter, IV lines, other tethers) and 
disconƟnue if benefit doesn’t outweigh potenƟal harm. 

 Assess pain—Is pain management adequate and appropriate? 

5. Use non‐drug management:  
 Sleep:  Allow conƟnuous sleep at night.  Keep noise down.  Recognize 

that an altered sleep‐wake cycle is oŌen a symptom of delirium. 
 OrientaƟon:  Orient to date and place. Clock and calendar in room.  

Light on from 7 a.m. to 7 p.m. (sunrise to sunset). Always introduce 
yourself. 

 Environment:  Keep hearing aids and glasses accessible.  Offer beverage 
of choice frequently for hydraƟon.  Encourage low‐key family visits. 

6. Use anƟpsychoƟc short‐term for agitaƟon or distressing psychoƟc 
symptoms, e.g. hallucinaƟons. See AnƟpsychoƟc Prescribing Guide. 
 E.g. haloperidol 0.5 mg PO/IM q1 hour PRN agitaƟon or distressing 

hallucinaƟons.  Can double dose if ineffecƟve.  Schedule once or twice 
daily dose based on the total amount needed to achieve treatment goal 
in 24 hours.  When delirium resolves, disconƟnue the anƟpsychoƟc. 

Suspect delirium if answer is yes on items 1 + 2 + (3 or 4) below.  
First perform a Brief Interview of Mental Status, Staff Assessment, or brief 
cogniƟve test described on other side. 

Delirium Screening Tool 

1) Acute onset   [ ] yes       [ ] no       [ ] uncertain*   
Is there evidence of an acute change in mental status from the person’s 
baseline?      
*If uncertain, gather more informaƟon. 

2) InaƩenƟon     [ ] yes       [ ] no       [ ] uncertain* 
Does the person have difficulty focusing aƩenƟon (i.e., easily distracted 
or can’t follow what is being said)?       
*If uncertain, perform an AƩenƟon Screening ExaminaƟon (ASE): 
 
DirecƟons:  Say to the paƟent, “I am going to read you a series of 10   
leƩers.  Whenever you hear the leƩer ‘A,’ indicate by squeezing my 
hand.”  Read leƩers from the following leƩer list in a normal tone. 

S A V E A H A A R T 

Scoring:  Errors are counted when paƟent fails to squeeze on the leƩer 
“A” and when the paƟent squeezes on any leƩer other than “A.”  
InaƩenƟon is present if 3 or more errors are observed. 

3) Disorganized thinking   [ ] yes      [ ] no      [ ] uncertain* 
Is the person’s thinking disorganized or incoherent, as evidenced by  
rambling or irrelevant conversaƟon, unclear or illogical flow of ideas,  
unpredictable switching from subject to subject? 
*If uncertain, conduct the following quesƟon/command assessments: 
QuesƟons:   
1.  Will a stone float on water?         
2.  Are there fish in the sea? 
3.  Does one pound weigh more than two pounds? 
4.  Can you use a hammer to pound a nail? 
Score:  PaƟent earns 1 point for each correct answer out of 4. 
Command: 
Say to paƟent:  “Hold up this many fingers” (Examiner holds two     
fingers in front of paƟent then puts them back down) “Now do the 
same thing with the other hand” (Not repeaƟng the number of 
fingers). 
Score:  PaƟent earns 1 point if does enƟre command.  
Disorganized thinking is present if combined scores are less than 4.  

4) Altered Level of Consciousness  [ ] yes     [ ] no 
Is the paƟent anything other than alert, calm and cooperaƟve               
(at current Ɵme)? This may include vigilant (easily startled), lethargic 
(frequently dozed off when asked quesƟons), or stuperous (very 
difficult to arouse and keep aroused), or comatose (could not be 
aroused). 
 

Psychomotor retardaƟon:  (sluggishness, staring into space, staying in 
one posiƟon, moving slowly) may also count as a “yes” for this domain. 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


