
Radiofrequency Ablation, Tattoo Inks, and Risk of Thermal 
Burn: First Case Report

Radiofrequency ablation (RFA) is a pain management modality that 

consists of the use of electric currents near nociceptive 
pathways with the goal of interrupting pain impulses. 

The thermal energy generated by ohmic heating leads to 
tissue destruction and modulation at the nerves

RFA has been associated with skin burns, especially at the 
grounding pad site. Radiofrequency energy delivery in the 
proximity of metallic components, such as metallic particles in 
tattoo inks, may also lead to a heating effect.

We present the first documented case where the particles of 
tattoo ink are associated with thermal skin burn.

• 60-year-old female with no significant  PMH. She has a 10x5 
cm tattoo located in the left scapular area.

• Tattoo was made in Mexico using red and black color ink
• Due to cervical facet arthropathy, right RFA was done (C4-C6)

• RFA was performed under fluoroscopy guidance. The needles 
were inserted about 30 cm from the tattoo. 

• The grounding pad was located about 2 cm from the tattoo.
• Sensory stimulation at 50Hz and 1V. Motor stimulation at 2 Hx 

and 3V were negative.
• Lesion was performed for 90 seconds at 80 degrees.

• No evidence of complications in the recovery area.
• On a follow-up visit, she stated that four hours after the 

procedure she noticed erythema worse in the inside 
peripheral margin of the tattoo.

• She used acetaminophen and aloe vera. Mild scarring was 
noticed in a 2 months follow-up.

• Complete resolution by 6 months.

As this case report is devoid of patient identifiable 
information, it is exempt form IRB review requirements as per 
Cook County Health, Stroger Hospital’s policy. Patient 
informed consent was obtained for submission of this case 
report.
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Our results Other authors

Burning in the internal area of the tattoo, 
particularly in the edges.

One ablation cycle

Huffman et al > Grounding pads
Huffman et al > Three ablation cycles

Metallic particles?

Jin et al. > Metallic particles in liver (no 
statistical difference)

Nguyen et al. > Effects are potentiated
Nguyen et al. > Applicable in cardiology

Origin of the tattoo? Karadagli et al. > Metallic components?

Resolution of symptoms and 
recommendations

Similar as burnings related with padding
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