
Radiofrequency Ablation (RFA) 

Radiofrequency ablation (RFA), also known as radiofrequency neurotomy or 
radiofrequency denervation, is a minimally invasive procedure used to alleviate chronic 
pain by targeting nerves responsible for transmitting pain signals. It is commonly used 
to treat pain originating from the facet joints in the spine, as well as other areas of the 
body where nerves may be contributing to chronic pain. 

How Radiofrequency Ablation Works 

1. Identification of Target Nerves: Before the procedure, the pain specialist 
identifies the nerves responsible for transmitting pain signals to the affected area. 
In the case of spinal pain, these are often the medial branch nerves that innervate 
the facet joints. 

2. Application of Radiofrequency Energy: During the procedure, a special needle 
is inserted near the target nerves under fluoroscopic guidance (live X-ray). Once 
in position, the needle delivers radiofrequency energy to the nerves. 

3. Thermal Ablation: The radiofrequency energy heats up the tissue surrounding 
the needle, creating a lesion that disrupts the function of the nerves. This process 
is also known as thermal ablation. 

4. Pain Relief: By disrupting the function of the nerves responsible for transmitting 
pain signals, radiofrequency ablation provides long-lasting pain relief for many 
patients. 

Indications for Radiofrequency Ablation 

Radiofrequency ablation is typically indicated for patients with chronic pain conditions 
that have not responded to conservative treatments such as physical therapy, 
medications, or steroid injections. Common indications include: 

• Facet joint syndrome: Pain, stiffness, and inflammation in the facet joints of the 
spine. 

• Sacroiliac joint dysfunction: Pain and inflammation in the sacroiliac joint, which 
connects the sacrum to the pelvis. 

• Peripheral nerve pain: Pain originating from nerves outside the spine, such as the 
sciatic nerve or occipital nerves. 



Benefits of Radiofrequency Ablation 

• Minimally Invasive: Radiofrequency ablation is performed through a small 
incision and typically as an outpatient procedure. 

• Targeted Pain Relief: By selectively targeting the nerves responsible for 
transmitting pain signals, RFA provides precise and localized pain relief. 

• Long-Lasting Relief: Many patients experience significant and sustained pain 
relief following radiofrequency ablation, with effects lasting from several months 
to a year or more. 

Risks and Considerations 

While radiofrequency ablation is generally considered safe, there are potential risks and 
considerations associated with the procedure, including: 

• Temporary Discomfort: Patients may experience temporary discomfort or 
soreness at the site of the procedure. 

• Nerve Injury: Rare but possible risk of nerve injury or damage during the 
procedure. 

• Incomplete Relief: Not all patients may experience significant pain relief 
following radiofrequency ablation. 

Post-Procedure Care 

• Recovery Time: Patients may experience some mild discomfort or soreness at 
the site of the procedure, which typically resolves within a few days. 

• Activity Restrictions: Patients may need to avoid strenuous activities for a short 
period after the procedure. 

• Follow-Up: Patients typically have a follow-up appointment with their pain 
specialist to monitor recovery and assess treatment effectiveness. 

Conclusion 

Radiofrequency ablation is a valuable treatment option for patients with chronic pain 
conditions that have not responded to conservative treatments. By selectively targeting 
the nerves responsible for transmitting pain signals, RFA provides long-lasting pain relief 
and improves the quality of life for many patients. If you are experiencing chronic pain, 
consult with a pain management specialist to determine if radiofrequency ablation may 
be an appropriate treatment option for your condition. 

 


