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What is delirium?
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• Delirium is a neuropsychiatric syndrome, characterized by an acute change in 
cognitive performance, mainly attention (i.e., ability to direct, focus, sustain, 
and shift attention) and awareness (i.e., reduced orientation to the 
environment), with fluctuating symptoms

• Complex syndrome, wide range of cognitive and non-cognitive disturbances, 
various psychomotor subtypes

• Wide range of potential causes: acute medical condition, substance 
intoxication or withdrawal, exposure to a toxin or multiple etiologies 
(combination of causes)
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diagnosis: inclusiveness is safer. BMC Med 12, 141 (2014). https://doi.org/10.1186/s12916-014-0141-2
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https://www.the4at.com/4at-deutsche
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• Subjective perception of Delirium (Peter's story) 

• Occupational Therapy and Delirium: state of the art

• Case Study

• Possible collaborations and research horizons
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• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vqfnkixlCbA

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vqfnkixlCbA
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Hypercative – Hypoactive - Mixed



Delirium - Herausforderung für Gesundheitsberufe – Open Lecture 19.4.2023

Outline

24/04/2023

• Subjective perception of Delirium (Peter's story) 

• Occupational Therapy and Delirium: state of the art

• Case Study

• Possible collaborations and research horizons



Delirium - Herausforderung für Gesundheitsberufe – Open Lecture 19.4.2023

The nurse or another professional 

in the hospital ward   

"Doctor, the patient is agitated“

"Well, he/she seems different from 

yesterday, more agitated than usual”

"Keep sleeping"

The beginning of the journey …
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Occupational Therapy and Delirium in ICU 
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Lancet 2009

Occupational Therapy and Delirium in ICU 
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Journal of Critical Care, 2017

Occupational Therapy and Delirium in ICU 
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Colloquio 
caregiver

Occupazioni 
personalizzate

ADL
Educazione 

caregiver

Modifiche 
dell’ambiente

Occupational Therapy and Delirium in Rehabilitation setting 
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Pozzi, C., Lanzoni, A., Lucchi, E. et al. Activity-based occupational therapy intervention for delirium superimposed on dementia in nursing home setting: a 

feasibility study. Aging Clin Exp Res 32, 827–833 (2020). https://doi.org/10.1007/s40520-019-01422-0

Occupational Therapy and Delirium in Nursing Home
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Occupational Therapy and Delirium in Nursing Home
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For this scoping review, we focused on the 
studies that examined the role of OT and PT 
in preventing and treating delirium and DSD 
in older adults
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✓ The global number of patients enrolled across studies was 887 (min 6 – max 370)

✓ The designs of the studies differed: two were RCTs, two case series, one was a 
qualitative study nested in an RCT, one a single-blind RC pilot trial, one a 
retrospective longitudinal study, one a prospective observational study and one a 
sperimental feasibility study without control group

✓ 2 studies were conducted in an orthogeriatric unit, 2 studies in ICU,  2 in an acute 
care for the elderly (ACE) unit. In addition, one study was conducted in a 
rehabilitation ward, one in nursing home, and one in a hospice.
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Main Results scoping review  - intervention in physiotherapy and Occupational Therapy

▪ Moderate intensity and individualized exercises can improve motor performance, 
autonomy, cognitive function, and quality of life, but not the incidence of delirium. 

▪ Early mobilization can reduce 30-day hospital readmissions, falls, pressure sores, and 
adverse respiratory events in patients discharged from the ICU. This intervention can 
improve independence in activities of daily living but cannot reduce length of stay.

▪ OT intervention is feasible in different care settings, may improve participation and 
independence, may decrease the duration and incidence of delirium, may reduce 
behavioral disturbances, and may facilitate patient discharge home.
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Main Results scoping review  - intervention in physiotherapy and Occupational 
Therapy

▪ Person-centered approach is crucial (standardize occupational history collection, 
personalization and facilitation of meaningful activities) 

▪ Modifications to the environment to promote orientation and rest (e.g., 
calendar, visible clocks, photographs)

▪ Inclusion of caregivers during rehabilitation sessions and education in 
understanding Delirium 

▪ Encouragement of action and doing – proactivity approach
▪ Early mobilization
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• Complex problem needs complex and coordinated 
responses.

• Interprofessionalism refers to coordination and 
close collaboration among specialists from various 
disciplines and professions. Various surveys indicate 
that successful interprofessionalism increases the 
quality of care and promotes cost-effective use of 
resources.

• There is no WaW effect in this area: it takes 
consistency, flexibility, culture and cooperation

https://www.bag.admin.ch/bag/it/home/das-bag/publikationen/forschungsberichte/forschungsberichte-interprofessionalitaet-im-

gesundheitswesen.html#:~:text=Per%20interprofessionalit%C3%A0%20s'intendono%20il,efficiente%20dal%20profilo%20dei%20costi.
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Participates in activities of daily living in the morning (hygiene), 

assisted by the carer

BUT

PAIN AD = 7 Pina reports verbal and non-verbal back pain

Nurse case manager asks me for advice: Delirium Vs BPSD?

Case Study
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DELIRIUM vs BPSD
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m-RASS: +1/-2 

delirium initially hyperkinetic with traits of verbal 

aggression; now delirium mixed with moments of 

drowsiness and subsequent moments of agitation

4 AT: positive

Case Study
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m-RASS 1

m-RASS 0

m-RASS -1

m-RASS -2

m-RASS -3

m-RASS -4

m-RASS -5

Pozzi C, Tatzer VC, Álvarez EA, Lanzoni A, Graff MJL. The applicability and feasibility of occupational therapy in delirium care. 

Eur Geriatr Med. 2020 Apr;11(2):209-216. doi: 10.1007/s41999-020-00308-z. Epub 2020 Mar 23. PMID: 32297202.

Case Study – m-RASS
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0

2

2

4

https://www.the4at.com/

Case Study – 4AT
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I worked by individualising procedures and defining non-pharmacological 

procedures with the family members 

- Change of mobilisation (natural awakening or awakening at 9:00 a.m. 

presence of two people required; should not remain in bed)

- hydration with appealing drinks (several times a day)

- request anti-decubitus wheelchair cushion 

- informing relatives of the change (trying to explain the reasons)

- Eliminate many personalised activities except THE PRIEST'S MESS 

on TV

- I prescribe assisted feeding with chopped food diet. Avoid continuous 

verbal cues. Calm and relaxing environment, average warm 

temperature. 

- Inform geriatric doctor and case manager nurse.
24/04/2023
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• Delirium issue solved

• Promptness of occupational therapist is the key to 

success 

• Hospitalization not necessary

Case Study – take home message
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Take home message and "real world" research developments
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Pozzi, C.; Tatzer, V.C.; Strasser-Gugerell, C.; Cavalli, S.; Morandi, A.; Bellelli, G. Innovative Non-Pharmacological Management of Delirium in Persons with 

Dementia: New Frontiers for Physiotherapy and Occupational Therapy? Geriatrics 2023, 8, 28. https://doi.org/10.3390/geriatrics8020028

• It is important to integrate physiotherapist and occupational therapist in 
geriatric teams

• Interesting research insights could be: 

• Can effective programs for the treatment of BPSD in dementia (e.g., 
Tailored activity program by Laura Gitlin) also be employed in the person 
with delirium or DSD?

• What are the correct treatment timelines? What Intensity? 
• Which modality is best to educate and train the caregiver?
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christian.pozzi@supsi.ch

- Twitter: ChristianPozzi0

- LinkedIn: Christian Pozzi

www.3dcare.it

www.deliriumday.com/

mailto:Christian.pozzi@supsi.ch
http://www.3dcare.it/
https://www.deliriumday.com/
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