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The effect of sepsis survivorship on 
cognition is a substantially under-
recognized public health problem.1  

Sepsis survivorship has implications for 
patients’ families and the health care sys-
tem.2 Research has demonstrated that 
older patients may develop impaired cog-
nition and functional capacity after severe 
sepsis3; limited evidence shows neurocog-
nitive decline in non-geriatric patients.3  
There are no reports of exacerbation of 
psychiatric illness after severe sepsis or 
septic shock, and existing literature indi-
cates that the causative factors, epidemiol-
ogy, and predisposition that may worsen 
psychiatric illness after septic shock are 
poorly defined. 

Case: Sepsis-induced cognitive 
decline?
Following an intensive care admission for sep-
tic shock, Mr. J, age 49, presents to the outpa-
tient behavioral medicine department with 
worsening mood, lethargy, agitation, suicidal 
ideations, hallucinations, and poor work per-
formance for 10 months. He was diagnosed 
with major depressive disorder 13 years prior, 
but has no history of hospitalization for psychi-

atric illness. His depressive symptoms respond 
well to paroxetine, 60 mg/d.  Subsequently,  
Mr. J becomes delusional, has intense com-
mand hallucinations, and attempts suicide,  
resulting in hospitalization. Neuropsychological 
testing reveals dementia and significant psy-
chiatric distress, including elevated levels of 
depression and suicidal ideation. He is stabi-
lized with duloxetine, 90 mg/d, and quetiapine,  
50 mg/d. Two years later, Mr. J still exhibits cog-
nitive and psychiatric disturbances. 

Long-term results 
The underlying mechanism of septic shock 
on the brain may be similar to the mecha-
nisms that exacerbate psychiatric illnesses.  
This case validates the use of neuropsy-
chological testing in septic shock survi-
vors and encourages recognition of the ef-
fect septic shock has on neuropsychiatric 
illness. 
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