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Psychological care in critical care

The role of clinical psychology

This leaflet gives an overview of how emotions and psychological
health can be affected by a stay on a Critical Care Unit, also known
as Intensive Care.

Psychological experiences during a critical care stay

Critical care can be a frightening place for patients, families and
friends. Often the medical treatment a person requires may affect
their body and mind. Common psychological experiences are:

. Not being able to remember much of what has happened.

. Hallucinations, nightmares or dreams that seem very real and
frightening.

. Confusion and sometimes feelings of paranoia that others are
trying to hurt you.

. You may feel scared and vulnerable as you try to make sense
of what is happening.

. If your stay is prolonged, you may start to feel lonely or
frustrated.

These experiences may resolve whilst on the unit, however,
sometimes they may remain even after leaving the unit.

Psychological recovery after a critical care stay

It can take many months to fully recover, both physically and
psychologically from being critically ill.

It is likely that your physical recovery will impact how you feel
emotionally. You may feel tired and have limited strength, which can
make it harder to do your activities of daily living such as washing
and dressing. This can understandably make people feel low and
sometimes frustrated. Many people also think about what made them
so critically ill, this can bring on anxiety as well as just generally be
upsetting.
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Common psychological experiences post critical care

Feeling upset and tearful.

Feeling guilty for the worry your loved ones experienced.
Feeling tired.

Dreams, nightmares or flashbacks.

Feeling irritable.

Feeling different as a person.

Loss of confidence.

Not fully remembering what happened to you.
Having strange memories of critical care.

Sleep difficulties.

Feeling scared and worried that you will get ill again.

What can help me cope?

Often, the above experiences resolve on their own after a few months
of retuning home. Some people are invited to a critical care follow up
appointment, in which they can talk about their experiences. You might
meet with a clinical psychologist.

How can clinical psychology help:

. Manage and understand distressing thoughts and feelings.

. Consider the impact of the illness on yourself and those around
you.

. Develop new ways of coping, as well as building on existing
strengths.

. Help make sense and process the memories and experiences of
your critical care stay.

. Cope with the uncertainty of future health and treatment.

. Adjust to life after a critical care stay.




