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DESCRIPTION
Delirium is a serious medical condition characterized by a 
sudden disturbance in attention, awareness, and cognitive 
functioning. It often develops over a short period of time, 
usually within hours or days, and tends to fluctuate in severity 
throughout the day. Unlike chronic mental conditions that 
develop gradually, delirium appears rapidly and is usually 
associated with an underlying medical problem. Because of its 
sudden onset and significant effects on thinking and 
perception, delirium requires prompt medical evaluation and 
treatment.

Individuals experiencing delirium often demonstrate 
difficulties maintaining attention and focusing on 
conversations or tasks. They may appear easily distracted or 
unable to follow instructions. Confusion about time, place, or 
identity is also common. For example, a person may not 
recognize familiar surroundings or may believe they are in a 
different location. These disturbances can cause distress not 
only for the individual but also for family members and 
healthcare providers who observe the rapid change in 
behavior. 

Delirium frequently involves disturbances in perception and 
thought processes. Some individuals may experience visual or 
auditory misinterpretations, seeing or hearing things that are 
not present. These experiences can cause fear or agitation, 
particularly when the person believes the perceived events 
are real. Thought processes may also become disorganized, 
leading to speech that is difficult to understand or follow. The 
individual may shift rapidly between different ideas without 
logical connection.

Another characteristic feature of delirium involves fluctuations 
in alertness and awareness. At certain times of   the day, the 
individual may appear relatively calm and attentive,  while at 
other times confusion and agitation become more pronounced. 
These changes often worsen during the evening or nighttime 
hours. This pattern is sometimes referred to as “sundowning,” 
especially in hospital or long-term care settings where patients 
become increasingly restless as evening approaches. Sleep 
disturbances are also common in individuals experiencing 
delirium.  The normal sleep-wake cycle may become disrupted, 
leading to increased daytime sleepiness and nighttime 
restlessness. Individuals may remain awake for long periods or 
experience fragmented sleep. These changes in sleep patterns 
can further intensify confusion and cognitive difficulties, 
creating a cycle in which lack of sleep worsens mental 
symptoms.

Delirium may occur in people of any age, but it is particularly 
common among older adults and individuals with 
serious medical conditions. Hospitalized patients, especially 
those in intensive care units, are at increased risk. Surgical 
procedures, infections, dehydration, and metabolic 
disturbances can all contribute to the development of 
delirium. Because these factors often occur in medical 
settings, healthcare professionals closely monitor patients 
who may be vulnerable to sudden cognitive changes. The 
causes of delirium are varied and often involve multiple 
contributing factors. Infections such as pneumonia or urinary 
tract infections are frequent triggers, particularly among elderly 
individuals. Certain medications may also produce confusion or 
altered mental states, especially when multiple medications 
interact with each other. Other contributing factors may include 
electrolyte imbalances, severe pain, substance withdrawal, or 
reduced oxygen supply to the brain.
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Brain function is highly sensitive to physical changes within 
the body. When medical conditions disrupt normal 
physiological  balance, brain activity may become temporarily 
impaired. In delirium, this disruption affects areas of the brain 
responsible for attention, awareness, and cognition. Because 
 the brain dependson stable blood flow, oxygen supply, and 
chemical balance, disturbances in these systems can lead to 
rapid cognitive changes. Treatment for delirium focuses 
primarily on addressing the underlying cause. If an infection is 
present, appropriate antimicrobial treatment may be 
required. When medication reactions are suspected, 
healthcare providers may adjust or discontinue the 
responsible medication. Correcting dehydration, improving 
oxygen levels, and stabilizing metabolic imbalances are also 
important aspects of care. As the underlying condition 
improves, symptoms of delirium often gradually decrease.

Although delirium can be frightening and disruptive, it is often 
reversible when the underlying cause is identified and treated 
promptly. Recovery may occur within days or weeks 
depending on the severity of the condition and the health of 
the individual. Continued monitoring and supportive care help 
ensure that cognitive function gradually returns to normal 
levels. Understanding delirium is important for both 
healthcare professionals and families because early 
recognition can significantly improve outcomes. Awareness of 
risk factors, symptoms, and treatment options allows for 
timely intervention and appropriate medical care. By 
addressing the underlying causes and providing supportive 
environments, healthcare teams can help individuals recover 
from this temporary but serious disturbance in mental 
functioning.
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