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Confusion and Delirium

Confusion and delirium affect how a person thinks and behaves. When someone is
confused or delirious, they can't think clearly and might not behave like they usually do.
It most often goes away, but can be a sign that something serious is wrong.

- What are confusion and delirium?

- What causes confusion and delirium?

- Symptoms of confusion and delirium

- Treatment for confusion and delirium

- Tips for dealing with confusing and delirium
- What caregivers can do

- Confusion at the end of life

What are confusion and delirium?

Confusion means a person can't think clearly. People who are confused may think
more slowly. They can have trouble focusing and understanding what's going on around
them. Confusion might last for a short time or can continue for longer.

Delirium affects memory and thinking. It is a more severe kind of confusion. It changes
the way a person behaves and sees the world around them. Delirium comes on quickly
and will often resolve after the cause is treated.

There are three types of delirium:

- Hypoactive: The person may act tired or sleepy

- Hyperactive: The person may seem to be restless or agitated

- Mixed: At different times, the person may experience either hypoactive or
hyperactive delirium
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What causes confusion and delirium?

Many things can cause confusion and delirium in people with cancer. Often there is
more than one cause. Some things that can lead to confusion and delirium are:

.- Cancer, especially if it is in the brain or the fluid around the brain

- Cancer treatments, such as some types of chemotherapy and immunotherapy,
radiation to the brain, surgery, and stem cell or bone marrow transplant

- Some medicines used with cancer treatment, such as steroids and those used to
prevent or treat nausea, allergies, loss of appetite, or sleep problems

- Electrolyte level changes in the blood, such as high calcium, low blood sugar, low
magnesium, low phosphorous, or low sodium

- Infection or high fever

. Severe pain

- Not getting enough oxygen to the brain

- Anemia

- Problems with how some organs are working

- Not getting enough fluid or healthy food

- Not being active

Confusion and delirium also happen more often in people who:

- Are older

- Are in the hospital

- Have more advanced cancer

- Have vision or hearing problems

. Already have changes in their memory, thinking, or focus*

- Have dementia or Parkinson’s disease or have had a stroke

Symptoms of confusion and delirium

The first symptom of confusion or delirium is often a sudden change in how alert a
person is. They might become very sleepy and out of touch with what's going on around
them. Or they might start to act very upset and nervous. Most often, the person will not
be aware of these changes, but their family members or cancer care team will notice
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them.

Other symptoms might include:

- Changes in ability to speak, with long pauses or slurred words
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- Call your cancer care team right away or tell someone close to you if you have
times when you feel confused or have other symptoms of delirium.

- Ask someone to stay with you to keep you safe.

- Try to stay in a room or other place where you feel comfortable and with people you

know.
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- Check to see that your loved one eats and drinks enough. They may forget to eat or
may not be able to eat on their own.

- Encourage them to be as active as they can to keep up their strength. They may
need someone with them to reduce the risk that they will fall.

Talk with the doctor or cancer care team

- You or other family members may need to help make care decisions. It helps to
have a primary caregiver who has been assigned to make decisions.

- Go to appointments with the person who has confusion or delirium. Describing any
signs of confusion or delirium you’ve seen can be helpful. You can also help your
loved one remember what they’re told during appointments.

- Talk to the cancer care team about the medicines your loved one is taking. Some
may make the confusion or delirium worse. There also might be medicines that
could help make your loved one more comfortable.

- If your loved one has hallucinations, ask the cancer care team what you can do to
help manage them.

- Let the cancer care team know if you are having trouble managing your loved one’s
care. They may have resources to help you and your loved one.

Know how and when to get help

Make sure you know who to call on your loved one's cancer care team and how to
reach them, including when the office or clinic is closed.

Call the cancer care team as soon as possible if your loved one:

- Becomes more confused

- Has any sudden changes in their ability to do routine tasks or care for themselves
- Becomes very restless

- Hurts themselves or someone else in some way

Confusion at the end of life

Many people have confusion and delirium at the end of their life. Some people believe
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that hallucinations at the end of life are part of the dying process. Treatment may not be
needed if the hallucinations are not upsetting. For example, people may see family
members or friends who have already died. This can be comforting. But if the
hallucinations are scary, treatment can help.

There are medicines that can make a person with confusion or delirium more
comfortable. The cancer care team may suggest sedation if a person is very agitated
and not getting better with other treatments. Sedation can make the person who is dying
more comfortable.

Deciding how to treat confusion or delirium depends on what the person with cancer
would like. If possible, people should talk with their cancer care team about their
treatment options ahead of time and think about putting their health care wishes in

writing?.

Hyperlinks

1. www.cancer.org/cancer/managing-cancer/side-effects/changes-in-mood-or-
thinking/chemo-brain.html

2. www.cancer.org/cancer/managing-cancer/making-treatment-decisions/advance-
directives.html

References

American Society of Clinical Oncology. Mental confusion or delirium. Accessed at
cancer.net. Content is no longer available.

Cleveland Clinic. Confusion. Clevelandclinic.org. Accessed at
https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/symptoms/25206-confusion on December 7, 2023.

El Majzoub I, Abunafeesa H, Cheaito R, Cheaito MA, Elsayem AF. Management of
altered mental status and delirium in cancer patients. Ann Palliat Med. 2019;8(5):728-
739. doi:10.21037/apm.2019.09.14

Desimini EM. Altered mental status. In: Bush NJ & Gorman LM, eds. Psychosocial
Nursing Care Along the Cancer Continuum. Oncology Nursing Society; 2018: 183-201.

National Cancer Institute. Delirium: Cancer Treatment Side Effect . Cancer.gov.
Accessed at https://www.cancer.gov/about-cancer/treatment/side-


/cancer/managing-cancer/making-treatment-decisions/advance-directives.html
/cancer/managing-cancer/making-treatment-decisions/advance-directives.html
/cancer/managing-cancer/side-effects/changes-in-mood-or-thinking/chemo-brain.html
/cancer/managing-cancer/side-effects/changes-in-mood-or-thinking/chemo-brain.html
/cancer/managing-cancer/making-treatment-decisions/advance-directives.html
/cancer/managing-cancer/making-treatment-decisions/advance-directives.html

American Cancer Society cancer.org | 1.800.227.2345

effects/memory/delirium-pdq on December 1, 2023.

Francis J & Young GB. Diagnosis of Delirium and Confusional States. In, UpToDate,
Post TW (Ed), UpToDate. Accessed at uptodate.com on December 5, 2023.

Last Revised: March 13, 2024

Written by

The American Cancer Society medical and editorial content team
(https://www.cancer.org/cancer/acs-medical-content-and-news-staff.html)

Our team is made up of doctors and oncology certified nurses with deep knowledge of
cancer care as well as editors and translators with extensive experience in medical
writing.

American Cancer Society medical information is copyrighted material. For reprint
requests, please see our Content Usage Policy_ (www.cancer.org/about-
us/policies/content-usage.html).

cancer.org | 1.800.227.2345


/cancer/acs-medical-content-and-news-staff.html
/about-us/policies/content-usage.html
/about-us/policies/content-usage.html
/about-us/policies/content-usage.html

	Confusion and Delirium 
	What are confusion and delirium?  
	What causes confusion and delirium?  
	Symptoms of confusion and delirium  
	Treatment for confusion and delirium  
	Tips for dealing with confusing and delirium  
	What caregivers can do  
	Provide a comforting and safe environment
	Help the person with delirium or confusion with daily activities
	Talk with the doctor or cancer care team
	Know how and when to get help

	Confusion at the end of life  
	Hyperlinks
	References
	Written by



