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Background
Vasovagal syncope (VVS) is the commonest cause of syncope. While most cases can be managed by reassurance and conservative advice, treatment options are limited for sufferers of recurrent, debilitating symptoms. We conducted a placebo-controlled, pilot study for orthostatic training in VVS to detect possible alterations in autonomic responses, and to evaluate the feasibility of a larger study.
Methods

Consecutive patients diagnosed with VVS following a positive head-up tilt-table test were randomized to daily orthostatic training for 40 minutes daily for six months or sham training. Heart rate variability (HRV) and baroreflex sensitivity (BRS) during 10 minutes’ supine rest were assessed at weeks 0, 1, 4 and 24, using continuous ECG and non-invasive blood pressure monitoring (Taskforce™, CNSystems, Austria). 

Results

Twenty-two participants were randomized to orthostatic training (n=12) or placebo (n=10). Increases in low and high frequency HRV were observed in the treatment group compared to placebo at week 4 (elog difference =3.22;95%CI=1.06,9.86 and elog difference=3.19;95%CI=1.03,10.59) and week 24 (elog difference =2.11;95%CI=0.72,6.17 and 2.13;95%CI=0.52,8.79). Orthostatic training was also associated with improvements in up and down slope BRS evident at  week 4 (elog difference =1.59;95%CI=0.84,3.03 and 1.79;95%CI=1.00,3.22) and sustained to week 24 (elog difference =1.75;95%CI=1.01,3.06 and 1.53;95%CI=0.66,2.68).
Conclusion

Orthostatic training is associated with overall enhancement in autonomic tone in patients with VVS. This study was the first placebo-controlled study on orthostatic training. Our results also demonstrate a plausible physiological basis for this form of treatment. A large-scale, multi-centre placebo-controlled study on orthostatic training is now needed. 
