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What is a head-up tilt test?

This is a test that is used to find out the cause of your fainting 
spells, dizziness or unexplained falls. It enables us to check how 
your blood pressure and heart rate respond to standing.

What will happen during the test?

1.	 A doctor will be with you at all times. The head-up tilt  
test lasts between twenty and forty minutes.

2.	 During the test you will lie on a special bed (a tilt bed) 
that has a foot board and a motor which we control.

3.	 We will connect you to a machine to monitor your 
heart rate and a blood pressure.

4.	 You will be awake and asked to lie quietly and to keep 
your legs still.

5.	 The test involves being tilted to an upright position 
(always head up) for a period of time.

6.	 During this test the doctor will perform carotid sinus 
massage. This is when the doctor rubs on a particular 
part on your neck called the carotid sinus.
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How will I feel?

With this test, we are trying to reproduce your symptoms in a 
safe environment whilst monitoring your blood pressure and 
heart rate. For many people no changes occur, which helps prove 
that your symptoms may not be related to your blood pressure 
or pulse. If changes do occur, you may notice no symptoms at all 
or you may feel some symptoms of lightheadedness, dizziness, 
nausea, palpitations, blurred vision and possibly faint. We will 
watch and look after you throughout the test. Please tell the 
doctor how you are feeling during the test.

What are the benefits of having the test?

This test will help to establish the cause of your falls, blackouts 
and/or dizziness. The result will help the doctors to determine 
the right treatment for you. It may indicate that you need further 
tests.
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What are the risks or side effects of  
the test?

With this test we may reproduce symptoms of dizziness, near 
faint feelings (pre-syncope) or faints/blackouts (syncope), which 
will be monitored throughout the test. These symptoms will 
go away once you lie down. You may feel drained afterwards, 
similar to the symptoms that you experience at home.

In some people the carotid sinus becomes over-sensitive, which 
can cause the blood pressure to drop or the heart rate to slow 
when it is massaged. This can result in dizziness, faintness or 
blackouts/falls.

There is a 1 in 1000 risk of stroke due to the carotid sinus 
massage. This is a rare risk. You have been assessed by your 
doctor to need this test to diagnose the cause of your symptoms. 
The doctor therefore feels that the benefit of doing the test is 
greater than the very low risk of stroke. You may still not want to 
go ahead with this test, which is fine and can be discussed with 
your doctor.

What happens if I don’t have the test?

We would not recommend this test unless we thought it would 
help to find the cause of your symptoms. If you do not have the 
test, it may reduce the chance of us discovering the cause of your 
symptoms and recommending the best treatment to help you.
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What happens afterwards?

If you have any symptoms following the test, we will let you rest 
until you feel fully recovered. The doctor will then discuss your 
test and inform you of the findings.

If the test is positive, the doctor will discuss the diagnosis with 
you and inform you about the treatment for this. If the test is 
negative, the doctor may decide to refer you for other tests or 
request you see the Falls clinic doctor who referred you.

Any questions?

We hope that this leaflet has been helpful.

If you have any questions or are worried about the tests, please 
ask the doctor or nurse, who will explain them to you.

Telephone: 01872 252617

Monday to Friday 9am to 5pm

To contact the Falls and Syncope Secretary:
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To get this information in a different format 
call 01872 252690

Royal Cornwall Hospitals NHS Trust  

Treliske, Truro, Cornwall, TR1 3LJ.  

Switchboard: 01872 250000
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