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How to distinguish delirium from dementia
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Delirium Lewy body 
dementia (DLB)

Alzheimer’s disease 
(AD)

Onset Acute Insidious Insidious

Course Fluctuating Fluctuating (but not 
always), 
progressive

Progressive

Attention Always inattentive Periods of 
inattention

Attentive in early-to-
moderate stages in the 
disease

Alertness 
/ motor 
subtype

May be drowsy
(hypoactive) or 
restless/agitated 
(hyperactive)

Usually drowsy
(but may be 
restless/agitated)

Usually restless/agitated

Cognitive 
Testing

Impaired across all 
domains due to 
inattention or 
mainly in executive 
function

Impaired mainly in 
executive function 
and visuospatial 
domains early in 
disease

Impaired mainly in 
delayed recall early in the 
disease
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