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A B S T R A C T

Delirium is a severe neuropsychiatric syndrome characterized by inattention and global cognitive

dysfunction in the setting of an acute medical illness, medical complication, drug intoxication or drug

withdrawal. The most important risk factors are advanced age and dementia whereas pain, dehydration,

infections, stroke, metabolic disturbances, and surgery are the most common triggering factors.

Although delirium is a common clinical syndrome in different setting of care (acute care hospitals,

inpatient rehabilitation facilities, nursing homes, and hospices) it often remains under-recognised,

poorly understood and not adequately managed then there exists a clear need for improved

understanding to overcome cultural stereotypes and for the development and dissemination of a

comprehensive model of implementation of general good practice points. A network of Italian national

scientific societies was thus convened (1) to develop a collaborative multidisciplinary initiative report on

delirium in the elderly hospitalized patients, (2) to focus the attention of health care personnel on

prevention, diagnosis and therapy of patients suffering from delirium, and (3) to make the health

services research community and policy-makers more aware of the potential risks of this condition

providing a reference for training activities and data collection.
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1. Introduction

In the elderly delirium has often the connotation of a syndrome
with multifactorial aetiology, characterized by an acute behaviou-
ral decompensation with fluctuating attention in the context of a
pre-existing vulnerability [1–3]. According to recent reports
delirium is very common in the hospital setting. The overall
prevalence of delirium at the community level is about 1–2%,
consensus on prevention, diagnosis, and treatment of delirium in
/10.1016/j.eurger.2017.06.010

y. All rights reserved.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.eurger.2017.06.010
mailto:giuseppe.bellelli@unimib.it
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.eurger.2017.06.010
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/18787649
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.eurger.2017.06.010


G. Bellelli et al. / European Geriatric Medicine xxx (2017) xxx–xxx2

G Model

EURGER-896; No. of Pages 6
whereas it increases to 14–24% in the hospital setting and
particularly in the emergency, surgical or medical ward, where
up to one in five patients may present delirium [4–7]. High
prevalence was also observed in nursing homes and long-term care
facilities [6,8]. The two most important risk factors for delirium are
advanced age and dementia, two-thirds of all cases of delirium in
the elderly occurring in patients with dementia [9]. Pain,
dehydration, infections, stroke, metabolic disturbances, and
surgery are other common triggering factors. Due to the
progressive aging of the population, an increase of both prevalence
and incidence of delirium can thus be expected in the next future.

Delirium can have serious consequences, including postopera-
tive complications, prolonged hospital stay, falls, and immobiliza-
tion, inducing functional decline, institutionalization, and
mortality [5,10,11]. Delirium significantly impacts on the emo-
tional status of affected patients, enhancing the stress experienced
by families, caregivers, and supporting staff. On these bases, annual
costs of delirium were estimated to be between $38 billion and
$151 billion in the United States [12].

Finally, there is a considerable body of evidence on the
possibility to both predict the onset of delirium, about one third
of cases can be prevented, and to successfully treat most of the
affected patients [13,14].

These data, taken together, constitute the rationale for this
position paper and support the idea that a correct approach to
patients with delirium should be one of the objectives (and quality
assessment criteria) of hospitals in the twenty-first century care.

2. Method of work

A network of Italian national scientific societies developed
present consensus statement. Task force members were identified
by the president and/or the boards of each relevant scientific
society, as appropriate. Published guidelines of national and
international scientific societies were reviewed [15–23]. Thereaf-
ter, a writing group has produced a first draft of the document. To
obtain a widespread consensus, draft was distributed to the
scientific societies for local evaluation and revision by as many
experts as possible. The ensuing final draft was finally approved by
scientific societies. It was finally decided not to assign levels of
evidence to the recommendations that are proposed, whereas the
literature review has been extended.

3. General principles

Although delirium is a clinical condition known since a very
long time (since the days of the Latins), it received an autonomous
connotation in nosography only in 1980, with DSM III 20. Unfortu-
nately in the health care setting the correct use of the term
delirium as well as the knowledge of the diagnostic criteria is still
Box 1. General principles.

� Use the term ‘‘delirium’’ in a systematic way. The use of

generic and non-specific terms should be avoided to favour

dissemination and to prevent argument trivialization. The

definition of delirium and the diagnostic criteria are to

become widespread heritage of health professionals.

� Mention delirium as a clinical diagnosis in the hospital

discharge report.

� Raise awareness among operators that delirium may be

associated with both serious medical complications and

stressful emotional experiences for patients and caregivers.

� Raise awareness among operators regarding clinical long-

term consequences of delirium
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limited. Terms such as ‘‘acute confusional state’’, ‘‘toxic-metabolic
encephalopathy’’, or ‘‘psychomotor agitation’’, which do not
represent specific disease entities, are still currently used as
delirium synonyms. A review of the literature, in this regard, has
shown that only in half of the cases, the term ‘‘delirium’’ has been
used properly in accordance with the reference diagnostic criteria;
acute alterations of the cognitive function were described using
more than fifteen different terminologies [24]. In accordance with
international classifications, the term ‘‘delirium’’ is to be used as a
single term gathering in a single model symptoms and signs of a
syndrome due to various cause [1]. An effective education of health
care personnel to appropriately use the term ‘‘delirium’’ in clinical
practice is now needed (Box 1).

It is now recognized that the delirium is not always a transient
condition as it was believed once, but is able to persist and produce
complications both in the medium and the long term [5,25]. It is
therefore essential to successfully communicate the presence of
this condition (and the cognitive status of the patient) in the
hospital discharge report, especially for patients who are assigned
to post-acute care wards, rehabilitation, or long-term nursing care.
In particular, the term ‘‘delirium’’ is to be used in the letter of
resignation as a clinical diagnosis, to facilitate follow-up by general
practitioner or the specific treatment of the cognitive disorder in
specialist outpatient facilities.

Two recent Italian studies showed that delirium is inadequately
recognized at both admission and hospital discharge and that the
methods of diagnosis and management in the health care setting
are often inadequate [24,26]. Despite being a very common clinical
condition, the level of competence and awareness of delirium and
its complications is very low among both health personnel. The
diffusion of knowledge of delirium among health personnel is
crucial to improve level of competence and awareness of delirium
and its complications in order to achieve a final improvement in
the standard of care of patients.

The course of patients with delirium is often complicated by the
anxiety symptoms. Furthermore, the emotion of caregivers and
staff, who are often unskilled, are today still largely unmet needs
well documented by available reports [27]. The ability of staff
members to understand that delirium is a dramatic and heart-
breaking condition can help to break the cycle and to limit the
possibility of considering the affected patient as a ‘‘nuisance’’ to be
transferred to other wards [28]. To change the attitude of health
personnel and caregivers toward delirium is a crucial step in the
path to improve the quality of care as indicated by a systematic
review of Yanamadala and colleagues [29]. Problem can be
mitigated or eliminated by providing instruction that enables
staff personnel and caregivers to gain new knowledge, acquire new
skills and learn how to use methods for the detection of delirium.
Active involvement of participants may induce a transitional
change, whereas training courses generally geared to increase
knowledge on the subject do not seem to be equally effective [29].

The involvement of associations of patients and family
members in training events can be another potential mechanism
to trigger attitudinal change. In this regard this position paper
wants to encourage academics and doctors to include in
educational themes also stories related to the emotional feedback
of patients who experienced delirium, such as those available free
of charge on the website of the European Delirium Association
[30]. Informative and educational videos and brochures [31] may
increase the awareness of the general population.

4. Prevention

The possibility that elderly or frail patients may develop
delirium in hospital because of inappropriate interventions is high
(Box 2). Delirium is often related with the use of drugs with high
consensus on prevention, diagnosis, and treatment of delirium in
g/10.1016/j.eurger.2017.06.010
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Box 2. Prevention.

� In all frail patients, particularly in the presence of risk factors

for delirium, multi-component prevention interventions

have to be implemented such as: time-space reorientation,

limited use of psychoactive drugs, early mobilization, sleep

hygiene, maintenance of proper hydration and nutrition, and

provision of visual and auditory prosthesis (if used).

� At the time of access to the hospital or other health institu-

tion, elderly or frail patients should be evaluated for the

presence of risk factors for delirium. In addition to the

general risk factors, risk factors specific to the care setting

should be specifically searched and considered.

� Avoid transfer between hospital wards of patients at risk for

delirium unless necessary to provide specifically demanded

treatment.

� Prevention programs of delirium should be specifically con-

sidered by the general direction of hospitals in view of the

documented benefits for patients and the potential cost

savings.
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anticholinergic activity and application of medical devices, such as
catheters or restraints [2]. Therefore, the prevention of delirium
during hospitalization is a fundamental aspect of care.

The first step in this process is the identification of patients at
increased risk of developing delirium. It is important to remember
that in addition to the general risk factors, there are specific risk
factors for each setting of care (e.g. depth of general anaesthesia,
intensity of postoperative pain in patients who have undergone
surgery, age-specific problems), which must be considered
[32–36].

Environmental changes, such as a shift from one room to
another or from one department to another, may adversely affect
personal and space-time orientation of patients at risk of delirium
[15]. The need to minimize the changes of room and ward is also
supported by the fact that frequent department displacements
interferes with the continuity of care and requires continuous
system adjustments. For example, care plan reformulation at each
ward change leads to inevitable lengthened in decision-making
and fragments assistance [37]. As part of intensive care, two
randomized clinical trials have shown that early mobilization may
reduce the duration of delirium [38,39].

The Hospital Elder Life Program (HELP) is a multi-component
prevention program including non-pharmacological interventions
for temporal-spatial reorientation, limited use of psychoactive
drugs, early mobilization, sleep hygiene, adequate hydration and
maintenance nutrition and supply of visual and hearing aids (if
used by the patient) [40]. The program requires an experienced
interdisciplinary team, in close collaboration with a nursing team
educated on the topic of delirium and, possibly, with volunteers.
The HELP program has been proven effective by more than a dozen
studies with follow-up, completed in more than 200 hospitals
around the world, with a calculated savings of about $9000 per
patient/year [40]. In addition, a correct approach to patients with
delirium also allows obtaining clinical results for outcomes
apparently independent of delirium, such as falls and pressure
ulcers. More precisely, according to a recent meta-analysis the
implementation of non-pharmacological multifactorial interven-
tions aimed at preventing delirium reduces the rate of falls in
elderly patients by up to 64% [41]. Such interventions are effective
in the prevention of delirium, both in patients with medical and
surgical problems [13,42]. Cost-effectiveness analysis of preven-
tion programs in the hospital setting in Italy is also required.

For these reasons, we propose that delirium prevention
programs receive a strong attention by directorate general of
Please cite this article in press as: Bellelli G, et al. Italian intersociety 

hospitalized older persons. Eur Geriatr Med (2017), http://dx.doi.org
health services to have specific programs implemented in clinical
practice.

The proactive advice by a geriatric team is another approach
that was proved to be effective in reducing the negative impact of
postoperative delirium in elderly patients with femoral fractures
[43,44]. For this reason, we hope that orto-geriatric models,
characterized by structured collaboration between orthopaedic
and geriatricians or internists with high skills on elderly patients,
can spread more and more in Italy. Similarly, the implementation
of models in which clinical experts of delirium are involved in the
peri-operative management of surgical patients and patients with
high clinical complexity is to be pursued.

5. Prompt recognition and diagnosis

Prompt recognition of delirium is crucial. Delirium may present
with three different clinical types:

� hyperkinetic or overactive; characterized by psychomotor
agitation, and, sometimes, illusions and hallucinations;

� hypokinetic or underactive; characterized by psychomotor
slowing, drowsiness, reduced response to external stimuli and
apathy;

� mixed; characterized by an alternation of phases of hyperkinetic
and hypokinetic type.

The hyperkinetic variant is the most easy to recognize, but it is
also the least frequent [37] (Box 3). The hypokinetic variant is
conversely the most common clinical presentation, especially
among the elderly, but it is more difficult to recognize and is
related to a worse prognosis [45]. The symptoms of hypokinetic
delirium may in fact be mistakenly attributed to dementia,
depression, or sedative drugs, being often considered as a ‘‘normal’’
state in view of age and biological complexity of the patient.

The use of validated screening tools, among which the most
widespread is the Confusion Assessment Method (CAM) [46–48]
and its variant for intensive therapy CAM-ICU5, can be of great help
for this purpose, making easy the recognition of delirium. When
using screening tools, recognition and diagnosis of delirium is
almost total. On the contrary, when these instruments are not
utilized the rate of recognition is low [3,49,50]. However, CAM
requires a specific training of personnel. When training is absent
the reliability of CAM in the diagnosis of delirium is impaired
[46,48,49]. The ‘‘4AT’’ is an instrument of delirium screening that
can be used in various settings of care, including units of geriatrics
and internal medicine, surgery, first aid facilities/emergency
departments and rehabilitation [51]. This tool is objective because
based on fixed scores, and is very rapid requiring no more than two
minutes to run. It also allows the evaluation of patients who are
unable to complete the more detailed cognitive tests because
drowsy or, conversely, agitated. Most importantly, it does not
require a specific training. We therefore propose that the 4AT is
included among the assessment tools for admission of elderly
hospitalized patients, being, if possible, incorporated in the nursing
routine along with other tools as experienced in some Dutch
hospitals [43,52].

However, even when delirium is recognized and correctly
identified, some health professionals might not consider this
diagnosis as a medical emergency. Therefore, patients who are
suffering from timely access may be excluded from effective
treatments. Instead, delirium may represent a real medical
emergency as demonstrated by the recent consensus conference
on sepsis and septic shock [53]. Sepsis it is defined as the
development of organ failure in the presence of an infection. The
presence of central nervous system alterations (for example, a
patient disoriented in time or in space) can be marked by at least
consensus on prevention, diagnosis, and treatment of delirium in
/10.1016/j.eurger.2017.06.010
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Box 3. Diagnosis.

� Elderly or frail patients, especially those with risk factors,

should be systematically evaluated for the presence of signs

or symptoms of delirium on their arrival at the hospital. A

reassessment at regular intervals, especially on the occasion

of new therapies or clinical events, must be part of the care

plan.

� Health care providers who treat patients at high risk for

delirium should know and use screening tools such as

4AT scale.

� At the first signs or symptoms of delirium is necessary to

search possible causes (infection, hypoglycaemia, stroke,

dehydration, adverse effects of medications, use of psycho-

tropic substances, withdrawal syndromes, pain is not ade-

quately treated, acute retention of urine, constipation). The

diagnosis of delirium may highlight sepsis that would oth-

erwise be misunderstood.
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1 point reduction in the Glasgow Coma Scale. Delirium is an acute
cerebral dysfunction and may then determine the first presenta-
tion of sepsis, a condition in which the early diagnosis and prompt
initiation of antibiotic treatment may reduce mortality. The
trivialization of delirium in only a benign clinical condition
somehow ‘‘disturbing for the team’’, represents a major obstacle to
improve the quality of care provided to these patients in the
hospital.

The health of the individual with delirium may thus be affected
by different intra and extra-hospital complications, including
death [54]. Delirium should always be seen as a medical
emergency.

6. Principles of treatment

All patients with delirium should receive a specific treatment
plan with proper consideration of health and care needs including
an active search for underlying acute diseases and other clinical
conditions that underlie the reorientation of space and time (Box
4). Rationalization of drug therapy, early mobilization, promotion
of sleep, maintenance of an adequate nutrition and hydration and
the provision of visual aids and auditory, should be specifically
Box 4. Treatment.

� All patients with delirium should receive a treatment plan

with proper consideration of health and care needs.

� Non-pharmacological aspects of care are paramount and

include an active search for acute diseases and clinical

conditions that underlie the onset of delirium, the reorienta-

tion of space and time, early mobilization, promoting sleep,

maintaining adequate nutrition and hydration, providing

visual and hearing aids, if used, minimizing invasiveness

(bladder catheterization, nasogastric tube, intravenous ac-

cess), as well as the rationalization of drug therapy already in

progress.

� Drug treatment of delirium should be used only when the

patient is a danger to himself or when symptoms are par-

ticularly important and/or threaten the ability to undertake

essential therapies.

� Benzodiazepines are not indicated for the treatment of delir-

ium. In selected patients and minimally effective doses,

haloperidol or atypical antipsychotics are currently the pre-

ferred treatment, even if efficacy studies have not produced

unequivocal results.
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implemented as recommended by the National Institute for Health
and Care Excellence (NICE) [15].

The application of these measures requires a multidisciplinary
and coordinated approach, declined on the needs of the individual.
It is also important to recognize the important potential role of
including family and caregivers in the support to patients.
Flexibility of hours of visits to the ward as well as the compilation
of investigative tools of the needs and preferences of the patient,
should be encouraged as proposed by the Royal College of Nursing
and the Alzheimer Society in the UK for family members of patients
with Alzheimer’s disease [55]. There are also numerous acronyms
to remember the possible causes of delirium, such as the one
proposed by Flaherty [56].

The pharmacological treatment of delirium should instead be
used only when the patient is a danger to himself, when the
symptoms are particularly important, and or when the clinical
conditions may be an obstacle to undertake essential therapies
[51]. Benzodiazepines are not recommended for the treatment of
delirium being proved capable of precipitating episodes of
delirium [57]. Conversely, their use remains accepted in particular
situations, such as abstinence from alcohol or from benzodiazepine
themselves [58,59]. Haloperidol hast the most documented
efficacy in the treatment of delirium. Quetiapine has been used
in two randomized controlled trials [60,61], demonstrating the
ability to reduce the duration of delirium, although the number of
enrolled patients is considered to be insufficient to support its use.
Olanzapine, risperidone and ziprasidone have been used in other
small trials but again with unsatisfactory results and or limited
number of patients [62,63]. Other atypical antipsychotics are
potentially useful, but few data is available [62,64–68]. Finally,
there are studies on specific populations of patients (patients
admitted to intensive care or hospice care) that do not document
any benefit (and suggest possible disadvantages) from addition of
these drugs to an appropriate non-pharmacological interventions
[69–72]. Likewise, there are no adequate studies regarding the
treatment of hypokinetic delirium with antipsychotic drugs,
despite these drugs are frequently adopted in clinical practice.

7. Communication between doctors, patients and family
members

Ineffective communications among health care professionals,
as well as a poor communication of health care professionals with
patients and their families, have a negative impact on the quality of
care provided to patients with delirium within the hospital (Box 5).
The absence of a reference health records with family or caregivers
not properly informed on pre-existing health conditions of the
patient may cause an incomplete collection of anamnestic
information in the hospital, with a resultant delay of diagnosis
[71]. Furthermore, the difficulty to interact with patients suffering
from delirium may be exacerbated by an inappropriate approach of
health personnel. Finally, a poor quality of discharge communica-
tion may have a negative impact on the quality of care provided at
home to patients with delirium.

Teaching techniques of communication with both the patient
suffering from delirium, and his family, should therefore become a
specific subject of university curricula. Specific interaction
Box 5. Communication strategy.

� Effective communication must be part of the quality stan-

dard of care in the hospital.

� Communication methods and techniques should be a spe-

cific subject of university curricula.

consensus on prevention, diagnosis, and treatment of delirium in
g/10.1016/j.eurger.2017.06.010
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techniques with individuals with cognitive impairment can be
replicated in simulated environments and may become enriching
learning experiences and a source of reflections for students [73].

The fluctuating nature of delirium makes essential an effective
communication among health care professionals. Because cogni-
tive and motor performance of patients with delirium can vary
greatly within a few hours or days it is important that all staff
members (physicians and nurses) receive precise information on
behavioural problems and variations of the patient’s cognitive
status or needs at shift change. Bedside shift reports were found to
improve communication between nurses, as well as nurses’
communication with patients and their families or caregivers
who are in a privileged position to capture variations. If not
actively involved, these operators may not provide useful
information believing that this is not part of their duties, or
feeling intimidated by the presence of other team members. The
inter-professional training, in this context, has been shown to
improve clinical outcomes and to facilitate the development of a
good working climate within the team [74].

8. Conclusions

Delirium is a common clinical condition at least in part
preventable and treatable. In this perspective, the delirium can be
considered a valuable indicator of the patient’s health and of the
quality of services provided in hospitals and other care facilities.
The principles of care outlined in this position paper propose an
effective treatment model based on evidence. Central to this
process is the need to rethink the delirium in the medical and
surgical staff and to promote interdisciplinary training interven-
tions aimed at involving all team members. In this perspective the
quality of care of delirium could be a good indicator of the in-
hospital quality of care [41].
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