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A validated delirium instrument for the ICU
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Context

The incidence of delirium has been difficult to define in the ICU since no validated simple delirium
assessment instrument exists. Consequently identifying risk factors for delirium in the ICU in an attempt
to develop preventative strategies has proved difficult. This study validates the Confusion Assessment
Method for ICU patients (CAM-ICU) and determines the incidence of delirium in the ICU.

Significant findings

Delirium occurred in 83% of patients during their ICU stay for a mean of 2.4 days. Two ICU nurses
using the CAM-ICU had sensitivities of 100% and 93%, and specificities of 98% and 100% for the
diagnosis of delirium when compared with assessments by delirium experts. Duration of CAM-ICU
assessments was two (mean) minutes.

Comments

This study has validated the CAM-ICU delirium assessment score, which appears to be a relatively
simple and quick assessment to perform in the ICU. Subgroup analysis shows good sensitivity and
specificity for this test in those patients expected to be a sedation challenge; the elderly, those with
dementia, and those with the highest severity of illness. It also appears that the incidence of delirium is
much higher than previously reported. In the future we will be able to identify those patients at risk of
delirium and change sedation practice to prevent its occurrence.



Methods

Prospective cohort study over 6 month period involving 111 mechanically ventilated patients in the
ICU, comparison of nurse led CAM-ICU delirium assessments with those by delirium experts
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