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What is sepsis?
Sepsis was previously known as septicaemia or blood 
poisoning. Sepsis occurs when the body responds to an 
infection and starts to cause damage to its own organs and 
tissues. When identified and treated early, the outcome can 
generally be good. Sepsis can, however, move from being a 
mild illness to a serious one very quickly.

What causes sepsis?
Sepsis is caused by the way your body responds to bacteria, 
viruses or fungi when they get into your body. These  
micro-organisms can enter your body in many ways, such as 
from:

 n an infected wound in your skin
 n a urine infection
 n an infection at the site of an injection or when a needle or 
cannula is put into the back of your hand or arm

 n a chest infection
 n a hole in your bowel, for example after abdominal 
surgery.

Sometimes the body responds abnormally to these infections 
and this causes sepsis. An underlying cause may not be 
found, especially if you have received chemotherapy. In day-
to-day life we come into contact with bacteria constantly, 
mostly without them making us ill.

How can I reduce the risk of sepsis?
Our hands are the main source of transmission of infection 
between one another. Frequent handwashing and use of 
alcohol gel will help reduce this risk, as well as good hygienic 
care of intravenous catheters and tubes that have been 
placed in your body.
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How does sepsis make you feel?
You may feel as though you have a flu-like illness with a high 
temperature or sometimes a very low temperature, aching 
muscles, tiredness and loss of appetite.
Initially you may have symptoms related to the cause of the 
infection such as:

 n redness of your skin or around a wound
 n pain when passing urine
 n a cough producing phlegm and shortness of breath
 n diarrhoea and vomiting.

As sepsis progresses you may develop:

 n excessive drowsiness, feeling confused or feeling 
restless

 n a cold feeling with marked shivering and shaking
 n a racing heart
 n breathing much faster than normal
 n passing urine less frequently
 n skin that is cold and pale or rashes that are patchy or 
dark

 n a feeling that you have ‘never felt so bad’ or even a 
feeling that you ‘might die’
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What treatment might I have received for sepsis?
Prompt treatment with oxygen, fluids and antibiotics can 
often prevent deterioration, so your sepsis may have been 
safely managed on a ward or a high care area of the hospital. 
If there are signs that the functions of your vital organs are 
deteriorating further, you may have needed treatment in the 
intensive care unit.
On the intensive care unit, you will have been carefully 
monitored and watched by highly trained doctors and nurses 
with the support of many other staff.

While there you may have received:

 n drugs to support your blood pressure
 n support for your breathing with high flow oxygen, tight 
fitting face mask or even a ventilator

 n large volumes of fluids and support from a kidney dialysis 
machine

 n drugs to reduce distress and enable you to tolerate the 
treatments described

 n tubes in your nose, mouth, neck, arms, legs and bladder 
to monitor you closely and deliver the treatment you 
needed

 n regular turning and movement of your body to prevent 
bedsores and reduce muscle loss.

Multiple blood tests and investigations such as X rays will also 
have been done to determine the underlying cause of your 
sepsis.
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What problems might I experience as I recover 
from sepsis?
Sepsis affects your whole body. As a result you may 
experience a wide range of problems, with the severity of 
them dependent on how bad your sepsis was.
You may:

 n experience bad dreams or nightmares and thought 
things that were not real. These can sometimes 
continue for several weeks during your recovery

 n not remember all that happened to you. This may be 
as a result of sepsis or due to sedative drugs that you 
received

 n be very tired and need more sleep and rest than normal
 n feel very weak, have lost your appetite and experience 
taste changes. You have probably lost weight and may 
find it difficult to exercise as much, as you will have lost 
muscle mass when you were severely ill

 n feel depressed or anxious. This is not surprising as 
you have had a major life event which will take time to 
recover from

 n feel more breathless than before. This may be a result 
of less strength in your breathing muscles or gradual 
recovery of your lung function following sepsis.

It can feel very frustrating once you are home, because all 
the things you could do easily before can suddenly feel very 
difficult or frightening. Generally, all of these problems will get 
better in time, and are a normal response to what you have 
been through.
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What is post sepsis syndrome?
This is the term used to describe the group of long-term 
problems that some people may experience after sepsis. 
Not everyone has any or all of these problems, but they are 
more common but not exclusive to people that have required 
treatment in intensive care for more than a few days.
Physical long-term problems:

 n poor mobility
 n joint stiffness or pain, dry skin and brittle nails
 n muscle wasting
 n changes of sensation in limbs
 n reduced libido (sex drive)
 n poor kidney function that may require dialysis
 n repeated infections.

Psychological long-term problems:

 n depression
 n severe anxiety and PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder)
 n poor concentration and short-term memory loss

Even though some of these problems may persist for many 
months, most patients who experience critical illness will 
return to a normal or a near normal life within 18 months.
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What can I do to help speed up my recovery?
Good nutrition is vital, as your body has lost muscle. A 
balanced diet will help, supplemented with special nutritional 
drinks such as Fortisip, which you can get on prescription or 
from your chemist.
While you will feel tired and may need more sleep, it is 
important to keep active. Building up your activity levels and 
following advice from a physiotherapist will help you regain 
your previous abilities.
Do discuss your experiences with your family, as this will help 
recovery as you come to terms with what happened to you. 
Read your patient diary if you have one. If not, write down 
what you remember and ask your family to fill in the gaps.
Sometimes patients can suffer severe problems with stress 
weeks or months after their critical care stay. This is called 
post-traumatic stress disorder. If this persists, go to your GP 
for help with this.
Rehabilitation starts when you are in hospital, by slowly 
beginning to move around and look after yourself again. You 
may be given a rehabilitation plan by a physiotherapist to help 
you get strong again, and a discharge summary will be sent to 
your GP with details about your hospital stay.
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As a relative or friend, what can I do to help?
It can be very upsetting to see your relative so unwell. Ask 
the medical or nursing staff questions so that you understand 
what is happening and what treatment is being given.
As a relative or friend, you can also help by trying to avoid 
visiting patients recovering from illness if you are suffering 
from diarrhoea and vomiting or have other symptoms of an 
infection yourself.

Some other things that you can do to help your relative 
are:

 n talk to your relative. Even if they are drowsy or sedated 
they may still be able to hear you, even if they show no 
sign of it. It can really help to hear a familiar reassuring 
voice

 n keep a diary of your relative’s progress. This can be 
very helpful during their recovery as it will help them to 
come to terms with their experience. It will help them fill 
in gaps in their memory of events. Just make a few notes 
each day

 n help to look after your relative by massaging their 
hands or feet, brushing their hair or assisting with their 
eating and drinking.

 n after discharge from hospital your ongoing support 
and understanding can help them in their recovery from 
sepsis and post sepsis syndrome.
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Where can I go for additional help?
Medical and nursing staff are always happy to answer any 
questions you or your relative may have regarding their care. 
Please do ask questions as they arise on the ward or in the 
intensive care unit.
If you have specific concerns regarding the care you received, 
the advice and complaints team should be able to help you.
There are also support groups and websites where you may 
find useful information.

ICUsteps
www.icusteps.org
ICUsteps was established in 2005 and became a registered 
charity in 2006. It is run by former intensive care patients and 
relatives who aim to improve the care and support available 
to patients recovering from critical illness during their long 
recovery. A support group meets at the Bristol Royal Infirmary 
on a regular basis.

UK Sepsis Trust
www.sepsistrust.org
This charity provides support and information to patients and 
relatives affected by sepsis. There is a support group that 
meets in the South Gloucester/Bristol area on a regular basis.

Carers Direct
www.nhs.uk/Conditions/social-care-and-support-guide/
Pages/carers-assessment.aspx
Here you can get a free assessment of your (the carer) needs 
by a trained health professional.



If you or the individual you are caring for need support reading 
this leaflet please ask a member of staff for advice.

How to contact us:

0117 950 5050

www.nbt.nhs.uk
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