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Trauma and Orthopaedics   
 

Radiofrequency ablation of the shoulder 
joint 
 

Radiofrequency ablation (denervation) is a procedure that aims to reduce 
pain. It works by changing the way pain signals travel from the shoulder 
nerves to the brain. 

 

The nerve is treated by heating it with an electrical current using a special 
device called a radiofrequency machine. 

 

Anatomy of the shoulder 

The shoulder is made up of three bones: the shoulder blade, the upper 
arm bone and the collar bone. It also includes tendons, ligaments and 
nerves. 

 

A network of nerves carries pain signals and sensation from the shoulder 
to the brain. Three of these nerves are treated during this procedure. 

 

Benefits  

By treating the nerves and giving local anaesthetic and steroid, it may be 
possible to relieve your pain for a longer period. 

 

Risks 

No pain procedure is completely risk-free. There is no guarantee that this 
procedure will give you long-lasting benefits. 
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Common short-term side effects 

• increased pain or discomfort at the injection site (may last up to 3 
weeks) 

• infection or abscess at the injection site 

• allergic reaction 

• stiffness, bruising or bleeding (usually temporary) 

• localised haematoma (collection of blood under the skin) 

• hospital-acquired infection 

• steroid side effects, such as raised blood sugar  

 

Uncommon long-term side effects 

• increased pain  

• permanent nerve problems, such as ongoing numbness or weakness 

 

What to expect 

The procedure is done under local anaesthetic. This means you can eat 
and drink before the procedure. You will usually go home the same day. 

You do not need to stop any medicines before the procedure unless 
your doctor advises you otherwise.  

 

Important information before the procedure  

• Diabetes: If you have diabetes, we will check your blood sugar on the 
day of the procedure. Steroids may raise blood sugar levels afterwards.  

• Warfarin: If you take warfarin, your INR level will need to be checked, 
as there may be an increased risk of bleeding.  

• Health: You must be in good health, with no fever, not taking 
antibiotics, and you should not have had any vaccinations for 2 weeks 
before the procedure. 

 

http://www.uhcw.nhs.uk/
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Before the procedure  

• you will have the treatment as a day case at the Day Surgery Unit at 
Rugby St Cross Hospital 

• you should arrange for someone to drive you home after your injection  

• your stay may be between 2 and 4 hours  

• bring a list of your current medicines  

• you will be asked to undress and put on a theatre gown (underwear can 
stay on)  

• your doctor will explain the procedure and ask you to sign a consent 
form 

• as X-rays are used, female patients will be asked about their last 
menstrual period. If there is any chance you may be pregnant, tell the 
doctor or practitioner. 

 

During the procedure  

The procedure is carried out under X-ray screening so the doctor or 
specialist practitioner can identify the correct nerves to be treated.  

• a self-adhesive foil plate will be placed on your body and connected to 
the radiofrequency machine 

• your shoulder, neck and armpit will be cleaned with antiseptic, which 
may feel cold 

• local anaesthetic will be injected. This may sting at first 

• it is important to keep still during the procedure 

• a special hollow needle will be inserted under X-ray control into the 
correct position 

• you may be asked to turn from your back to your stomach to help 
access the nerves. Theatre staff will help you move safely 

• three needles are used, and this may feel uncomfortable 

• you may be asked to say when you feel a mild pain or twitch in your 
shoulder. This helps to confirm the correct position of the needle 

• the machine will then heat the nerve to cauterise (burn) it 

• you may feel some pain during this part 

• small dressings will be placed over the injection sites. These can be 
removed later that evening 

 

http://www.uhcw.nhs.uk/
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After the procedure  

Following your doctor’s or practitioner’s advice is important for your 
recovery.  

• you will be taken to the recovery area after the procedure 

• nursing staff will observe you before you go home 

• take your regular medicines and painkillers 

• you may have an increase in discomfort before pain relief begins. If your 
painkillers are not working, see your GP 

• you can eat and drink as normal 

• do not drive yourself home. Please arrange for someone to drive you 
home 

• avoid heavy or strenuous activity for 48 hours after the procedure 
• allow yourself time to rest and recover 

 

The information in this leaflet does not replace your doctor's advice. If you 
have questions or need more information, please speak to your doctor 
before giving consent for the procedure. 

 

The Trust has access to interpreting and translation services. If you need 
this information in another language or format, please contact us on 
024 7696 4000 extension: 33548 and we will do our best to meet your 
needs. 

 

The Trust operates a smoke free policy. 

 

Did we get it right? 

We would like you to tell us what you think about our 
services. This helps us make further improvements and 
recognise members of staff who provide a good service. 

Have your say. Scan the QR code or visit: 
www.uhcw.nhs.uk/feedback  
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