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Consider taking over a clinical service in an intensive care unit (ICU). As you receive
handoff of the patients, you are told it is ICU day 11 for the patient in bed 06. What
differential diagnosis will allow you to appropriately move forward with this patient?
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KEY POINTS

� The differential diagnosis of prolonged intensive care unit (ICU) stays includes intrinsic pa-
tient and admitting diagnostic characteristics, things that happen during the course of crit-
ical illness, and, system failures.

� Existing data suggest that dynamic development of cascading new problems (so-called
persistent critical illness) is a major driver at the population level.

� Many patients with prolonged ICU stays do not have persistent respiratory failure; pro-
longed mechanical ventilation is only a subset of chronic critical illness.
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The authors suggest the approach provided in Fig. 1 as an option for determining the
differential diagnosis. Broadly, this differential diagnosis can be organized into 3
categories:

� Intrinsic patient and admitting diagnostic characteristics
� Things that happen during the course of critical illness
� System failures.

This article develops an approach to patients with prolonged ICU stays. First, it
briefly sketches the system issues that make these rare patients with ICU stays of

Fig. 1. Differential diagnosis of patients with prolonged ICU stays.
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