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7 Warning Signs of Sepsis
This life-threatening disease can be difficult to diagnose, but early treatment is
crucial
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Usually you feel better after you pass a kidney stone. But not long after

Timothy Gibbons passed one in December 2022, he woke up one

morning with shivers, nausea and terrible pain when he tried to urinate.

Learn more about Medicare’s new insulin benefit in the AARP Medicare Resource Center.
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Vaccines lower sepsis risk

Experts say one of the best ways to protect against sepsis is to get all recommended

vaccines, including your annual flu, COVID-19 and pneumococcal shots. They can help

protect you from infections that lead to sepsis.

Gibbons, 53, a funeral director in Fairview Heights, Ill., thought he

probably had a urinary tract infection. But when his heart started racing

and his vision blurred, he realized his condition was serious.

He rushed to the emergency room, where doctors diagnosed him with

sepsis.

Sepsis is a life-threatening condition that happens when your body

overreacts to an infection. It can be triggered by a urinary tract infection,

a lung infection or even an infected cut or scrape.

More than 1.7 million American adults every year develop sepsis, and as

many as 30 percent of them die from the illness.

Older adults are particularly susceptible. 

“When they said, ‘You have sepsis,’ I thought I was about to die,” Gibbons

says. “As a funeral director, I see that on death certificates all the time.”

A “sneaky” illness

In sepsis, the body’s response to an infection is out of control, creating

inflammation and setting off a cascade of problems. Blood pressure drops

and blood vessels get leaky, impeding blood flow to important organs

such as the heart and brain. “Most of the time when we develop an

infection, we can keep it localized where it started. But there are times

when the body can’t do that. That’s really what sepsis is,” says Grant

https://join.aarp.org/orgartj?campaignID=UQ123W14intcmp=DSO-MEM-INPROMO-NM-JOIN
https://www.aarp.org/health/conditions-treatments/info-2018/every-vaccine-needed-after-age-50.html
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O’Keefe, a physician at the University of Washington School of Medicine

who has studied sepsis in trauma patients.

Sepsis can be triggered by any type of bacterial or viral infection.

The infection often starts in the lungs, urinary tract, skin or

gastrointestinal tract, according to the Centers for Disease Control and

Prevention (CDC).

“Particularly in older people, urinary tract infections are a common

cause,” says Wesley Self, an emergency medicine physician and senior

vice president for clinical research at Vanderbilt University Medical

Center. “Lung infections [pneumonia] are also very common.”

Sepsis is treated with antibiotics, fluids and support to vital organs, and

early treatment offers the best chance of cure. But sepsis can be hard to

detect before someone is seriously ill.

Patients “may not always have clear symptoms,” says Mark Winther, an

emergency medicine physician at Bassett Healthcare in Cooperstown,

New York. “The reason it’s so dangerous is that it’s sneaky.”
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When to suspect sepsis

Adults age 65 and older are 13 times more likely to be hospitalized with

sepsis than younger adults, studies show.

If you’ve had any kind of recent infection and you aren’t feeling like

yourself, you should ask your health care provider if sepsis could be the

cause, doctors said.

View Details 
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VIDEO: How to Prevent Sepsis

You’re at higher risk for sepsis if you have a weakened immune system or

a chronic condition such as diabetes, kidney disease or lung disease.

You should also be vigilant if you’ve been in the hospital recently, because

some sepsis cases are caused by infections like staph or E. coli you can

pick up in a health care setting. A 2020 study published in Intensive Care

Medicine found that about 24 percent of sepsis patients had a hospital-

acquired infection. It’s also important to be wary at home or in the

community, as nearly 87 percent of cases start before a patient goes to

the hospital, according to the Centers for Disease Control.

Sepsis warning signs

Because sepsis is hard to detect, seek out medical care if you or a loved

one has any of the following symptoms:

1. Extreme pain or discomfort (often at the infection site)

“The way sepsis works, there are often symptoms related to the site of

infection within the body,” Self says.

If sepsis is triggered by a gastrointestinal infection, for instance, you may

experience severe abdominal pain along with vomiting or diarrhea. Lung

infections usually cause shortness of breath and chest pain, while a skin

infection can cause a red, warm and painful rash.  

2. Lethargy or tiredness

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7381455/
https://www.cdc.gov/sepsis/what-is-sepsis.html#
https://www.aarp.org/health/conditions-treatments/info-2021/poop-and-health.html


3/13/23, 4:45 PM 7 Sepsis Symptoms You Should Recognize

https://www.aarp.org/health/conditions-treatments/info-2023/sepsis-symptoms.html 5/10

Sleepiness is common in sepsis patients, especially older adults. You may

have less energy or just not feel like yourself.

Pay attention if fatigue causes someone you care about to miss a regular

activity like going to church, Winther says: “A very common thing I hear

is, ‘Mom normally gets up early. I went over there, and she didn’t want to

get out of bed.’ ”

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT

3. Confusion or dizziness

Low blood flow to the brain causes some patients with sepsis to feel

extremely light-headed or dizzy. Others, especially those in long-term

care, may experience a sudden change in mental status, or confusion.

“For patients who live in assisted living and skilled nursing facilities, it can

be something as simple as not interacting with caregivers as much as

normal,” Self says. “For people who are verbal and usually carry on

conversations, it’s usually obvious when someone is saying things that

don’t make sense or seem forgetful.”

4.  Fever, shivering and chills

A high temperature is the classic sign that your immune system is fighting

an infection, and it’s also a common early sign of sepsis. You may also

experience shivering or feel very cold.

However, you can’t rule out sepsis just because you don’t have a fever,

Winther says. Some adults over age 65 and those with weakened immune

systems don’t run a temperature, he says.

5.  A very low body temperature

A body temperature under 96 degrees (hypothermia) can also be a sepsis

symptom, although it’s not as common. Studies show that hypothermia is

associated with a more serious case of sepsis and a higher risk of death.

6.  Fast heart rate, fast breathing or breathlessness

When your body is overreacting in sepsis, it needs more oxygen, so your

heart and breathing rate rise. Although it can be difficult for patients to

detect those symptoms in themselves, a caregiver may notice fast

breathing, Self says.

https://www.aarp.org/health/conditions-treatments/info-2020/tiredness-causes.html
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7.  Clammy, sweaty or blotchy skin

With blood being diverted away from the skin to important organs, your

skin may feel clammy and look pale, blue or blotchy. On darker skin,

blueness may be easier to see on the palms of the hands or the soles of

the feet.

Some people with sepsis develop a cluster of tiny blood spots that look

like pinpricks in the skin. If untreated, these gradually get bigger and

begin to look like bruises.

The good news is, many hospitals now have protocols or systems to help

doctors recognize the signs of sepsis, and sepsis death rates have

dropped.

Gibbons said his doctors in the ER suspected sepsis right away. He

ultimately spent six days in the hospital, getting antibiotics and fluids

intravenously. The lesson, he says, is to seek treatment when you know

something isn’t right. “My doctor told me if I had not come in when I did,

this might be a different story. It might be my obituary,” he said.

​Michelle Crouch is a contributing writer who has covered health and personal finance for some of

the nation’s top consumer publications. Her work has appeared in Reader’s Digest, Real Simple,

Prevention, The Washington Post and The New York Times.  

AARP
NEWSLETTERS

Get the
Your
Health
newsletter
from
AARP

Sign up for the
latest updates



3/13/23, 4:45 PM 7 Sepsis Symptoms You Should Recognize

https://www.aarp.org/health/conditions-treatments/info-2023/sepsis-symptoms.html 7/10

on COVID-19,
Medicare
changes,
hearing aids
and more!

Subscribe

See All
Newsletters

Privacy Policy

MORE ON HEALTH

Know The Warning Signs of A-Fib
Symptoms of the heart condition can be easy to overlook or

ignore

Infection Disparities Hit Black, Hispanic
Dialysis Patients
A new CDC report highlights the higher risk of this preventable

complication

Do You Know the Warning Signs of Lung
Cancer?
The most common symptoms are often easily overlooked or

misdiagnosed

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT

Loading...

AARP VALUE &
MEMBER BENEFITS

https://www.aarp.org/email-newsletters/
https://www.aarp.org/about-aarp/privacy-policy/
https://www.aarp.org/health/conditions-treatments/info-2023/warning-signs-of-afib.html
https://www.aarp.org/health/conditions-treatments/info-2023/warning-signs-of-afib.html
https://www.aarp.org/health/conditions-treatments/info-2023/warning-signs-of-afib.html
https://www.aarp.org/health/conditions-treatments/info-2023/cdc-finds-more-staph-infections-in-black-and-hispanic-dialysis-patients.html
https://www.aarp.org/health/conditions-treatments/info-2023/cdc-finds-more-staph-infections-in-black-and-hispanic-dialysis-patients.html
https://www.aarp.org/health/conditions-treatments/info-2023/cdc-finds-more-staph-infections-in-black-and-hispanic-dialysis-patients.html
https://www.aarp.org/health/conditions-treatments/info-2023/warning-signs-of-lung-cancer.html
https://www.aarp.org/health/conditions-treatments/info-2023/warning-signs-of-lung-cancer.html
https://www.aarp.org/health/conditions-treatments/info-2023/warning-signs-of-lung-cancer.html
https://www.aarp.org/membership/benefits/all-offers-a-z/


3/13/23, 4:45 PM 7 Sepsis Symptoms You Should Recognize

https://www.aarp.org/health/conditions-treatments/info-2023/sepsis-symptoms.html 8/10

Donate

See All

HEALTH &
WELLNESS

BMI
Calculator
Determine your
healthy weight
Learn More 

RESTAURANTS

Corner
Bakery
Cafe
10% off dine-in
and carry-out
orders

 MEMBERS ONLY

Learn More 

HEALTH &
WELLNESS

AARP®
Prescription
Discounts
provided
by Optum
Rx®
Free Rx discount
card for use at
over 66,000
pharmacies
nationwide

 MEMBERS ONLY

Learn More 

AARP
MEMBERSHIP

Join or
Renew
Today
Save 25% when
you sign up for
automatic
renewal
Learn More

2 of 4

SAVE MONEY WITH THESE LIMITED-TIME OFFERS

See All Hot Deals

ADVERTISEMENT

HOT DEALS

https://action.aarp.org/site/Donation/ajax-adv-donate-now?intcmp=GLOBAL-FTR-LNK-CLK-DONATE-UXDIA
https://www.aarp.org/membership/benefits/all-offers-a-z/
https://www.aarp.org/membership/benefits/health/bmi-calculator/
https://www.aarp.org/membership/benefits/restaurants/corner-bakery-cafe/
https://www.aarp.org/membership/benefits/health/rx-discounts-optumrx/
https://appsec.aarp.org/mem/join?campaignId=UBBDDE7&intcmp=ATT-MB-2659
https://www.aarp.org/membership/benefits/hot-deals/
https://www.aarp.org/membership/benefits/hot-deals/


3/13/23, 4:45 PM 7 Sepsis Symptoms You Should Recognize

https://www.aarp.org/health/conditions-treatments/info-2023/sepsis-symptoms.html 9/10

Volunteer

AARP Rewards

Advertise with AARP

Contact Us

Careers at AARP

Press Center

AARP Services Inc.

Public Policy Institute

Research

AARP Foundation

AARP In Your State

AARP En Español

AARP樂齡會

Wish of a Lifetime

OATS

Senior Planet

AgeTech Collaborative™

Sitemap

Privacy Policy

Terms of Service

Accessibility Statement

AARP Rewards Terms & Conditions

Copyright Information

Vulnerability Disclosure Program

https://www.aarp.org/volunteer/?intcmp=GLOBAL-FTR-LNK-CLK-VOLUNTEER-UXDIA
https://www.aarp.org/rewards/?intcmp=GLOBAL-FTR-LNK-CLK-REWARDS-UXDIA
https://advertise.aarp.org/?intcmp=GLOBAL-FTR-LNK-CLK-ADVERTISE_WITH_AARP-UXDIA
https://www.aarp.org/about-aarp/contact-us/?intcmp=GLOBAL-FTR-LNK-CLK-CONTACT-UXDIA
https://careers.aarp.org/?intcmp=GLOBAL-FTR-LNK-CLK-CAREERS-UXDIA
https://press.aarp.org/?intcmp=GLOBAL-FTR-LNK-CLK-PRESS_CENTER-UXDIA
https://www.aarp.org/about-aarp/aarp-services/?intcmp=GLOBAL-FTR-LNK-CLK-AARP_SERVICES_INC-UXDIA
https://www.aarp.org/ppi/?intcmp=GLOBAL-FTR-LNK-CLK-PUBLIC_POLICY-UXDIA
https://www.aarp.org/research/?intcmp=GLOBAL-FTR-LNK-CLK-RESEARCH-UXDIA
https://www.aarp.org/aarp-foundation?intcmp=GLOBAL-FTR-LNK-CLK-AARP_FOUNDATION-UXDIA
https://states.aarp.org/?intcmp=GLOBAL-FTR-LNK-CLK-STATES-UXDIA
https://www.aarp.org/espanol/?intcmp=GLOBAL-FTR-LNK-CLK-ESPANOL-UXDIA
https://chinese.aarp.org/?intcmp=GLOBAL-FTR-LNK-CLK-CHINESE-UXDIA
https://wishofalifetime.org/?intcmp=GLOBAL-FTR-LNK-CLK-WISHLIFTM-UXDIA
https://oats.org/?intcmp=GLOBAL-FTR-LNK-CLK-OATS-UXDIA
https://seniorplanet.org/?intcmp=GLOBAL-FTR-LNK-CLK-SENIORPLANET-UXDIA
https://agetechcollaborative.org/?intcmp=GLOBAL-FTR-LNK-CLK-AGETECH-UXDIA
https://www.aarp.org/sitemap/?intcmp=GLOBAL-FTR-LNK-CLK-SITEMAP-UXDIA
https://www.aarp.org/about-aarp/privacy-policy/?intcmp=GLOBAL-FTR-LNK-CLK-PRIVACYPOLICY-UXDIA
https://www.aarp.org/about-aarp/terms-of-service/?intcmp=GLOBAL-FTR-LNK-CLK-TERMSOFSERVICE-UXDIA
https://www.aarp.org/about-aarp/accessibility-statement/?intcmp=GLOBAL-FTR-LNK-CLK-ACCESSIBILITY-UXDIA
https://www.aarp.org/about-aarp/rewards-terms-and-conditions/?intcmp=GLOBAL-FTR-LNK-CLK-REWARDSTERMSCOND-UXDIA
https://www.aarp.org/about-aarp/aarp-website-copyright-information/?intcmp=GLOBAL-FTR-LNK-CLK-COPYRIGHT-UXDIA
https://www.aarp.org/about-aarp/vulnerability-disclosure-program/?intcmp=GLOBAL-FTR-LNK-CLK-ACCESSIBILITY-UXDIA


3/13/23, 4:45 PM 7 Sepsis Symptoms You Should Recognize

https://www.aarp.org/health/conditions-treatments/info-2023/sepsis-symptoms.html 10/10

Ad Choices

Your Privacy Choices

Cobrowse

https://info.evidon.com/pub_info/1194?v=1&nt=1&nw=false
https://help.aarp.org/s/ccpa-request-page?intcmp=GLOBAL-FTR-LNK-CLK-YOURPRIVACYCHOICES-UXDIA
javascript:GLANCE.Cobrowse.Visitor.showTerms();
https://www.facebook.com/AARP
https://twitter.com/AARP
https://www.instagram.com/aarp/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/aarp

