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Importance of Nurses Knowledge of Delirium in the Intensive Care Unit
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Delirium is an acute central nervous system (CNS) dysfunction, with accompanying change in cognition, characterized by a 
disturbance of consciousness resulting from any number of common insults that intensive care unit (ICU) patients’ experience. 

It is the brain’s form of “organ dysfunction.”Delirium typically manifests as a constellation of symptoms with an acute onset and a 
fluctuating course. Delirium is extremely common in the intensive care unit (ICU) especially amongst mechanically ventilated 
patients. Intensive care nurses must be trained to identify and manage delirium accurately. In the (ICU) patient, delirium occurs due 
to factors such as comorbidity, critical illness, and iatrogenesis. These complications of hospital stay are extremely hazardous in 
older persons and is associated with increased length of stay, institutionalization, and death. Neurologic dysfunction compromises 
patients’ ability to be weaned from mechanical ventilation or achieve full recovery and independence. Yet ICU nurses are usually 
unaware of the presence of different types of delirium and often times, only recognize this disturbance in agitated patients (hyperactive 
delirium). There are various delirium assessment tools. Although the CAM-ICU is the most widely studied and validated diagnostic 
instrument, the accuracy of this tool may be less than ideal without adequate training of the nurses applying it. The presentation will 
review the definition and salient features of delirium, its primary risk factors, and review validated instrumentsfor delirium 
assessment that have been developed for ICU nurses, and interventions to be used in delirium management in the ICU.
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