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Medical Symptoms Associated with Lightning
• Skin Effects. 

– Burns are described as linear, punctate, full-thickness burns, feathering or flowering (Lichtenberg figures
– thermal burns from ignited clothing or heated metal, or combinations 
– Hair burning and skin lacerations also are characteristic of lightning. 
– Steam burns secondary to lightning are caused by vaporization of sweat or rainwater on the victim’s skin, 
– lightning victims observed to give off a particular odor like burning sulphur or ozone or nitrous fumes or dilute sulphuric acid or 

ammonia
• Vascular Effects. electrical injuries to blood vessels causing disruption producing considerable hemorrhage or thrombosis. 
• Musculoskeletal Effects. 

– Mechanical blunt force injury may be the result of falls or of spontaneous nerve excitation
– One unusual eye-witnesss case is that of lightning-induced muscle spasms ejecting a young adult male fifteen feet off a chair 

into a brick wall, with a broken back and a broken collar bone 
– Muscle cells exposed to extreme heat create pores in the cell membranes in a process called electroporation: cell rupture 
– While lightning tends to travel along outer surfaces (skin effect), observed cases of cardiovascular damage (pericardial and 

aortic tears and myocardial contusion) indicate this is not always the case. 
• Cardiac Effects. 

– Aortic evidence include tearing of a portion of the media andblood in the aortic adventitia, torn posterior pericardium, 
– massive suffision of blood in the interventricluar septum as well as the anterior and posterior left ventriclar free wall, and 

myocardial contusions confirmed microscopically 
– Deaths from electrical accidents usually are due to cardiac arrhythmias. They occur when current travels across the thorax. 

He notes AC current usually is associated with ventricular fibrillation and DC current with asystole. In some cases arrhythmias 
are delayed for up to 12 hours however. 

• Neurologic Effects. 
– focal petechial hemorrhages and chromatolysis of pyramidial cells, Purkinje?s cells of the cerebellum, and anterior horn cells
– A leading indicator is localized ballooning of myelin sheaths. 
– Lesions of the brain should be investigated, especially processes involving cerebral infarction, hypoxic encephalopathy due to 

cardiac arrest, basal ganglial degeneration and intracranial hematomas. 
• Pulmonary Effects. In domestic animals lightning evidence may be found in cellular damage to the respiratory and cardiac centers 

in the fourth ventrical as well as with damage to the anterior surface of the brainstem
• Renal Effects. In 5%-22% of cases observed, reports electrical injury to kidneys. This is due to massive tissue destruction as a 

result of related rhabdomyolysis and myoglobinuria. 
• Abdominal and GI Effects. Hemorrhagicnecrosis of the intestines and gallbladder, liver failure, gastrointestinal homorrhage from 

stomach and duodenal ulcers, curling ulcers, acute appendicitis, pancreatitis, small bowel perforation, slenic injuries, and mesenteric 
abdominal trauma. 

• Eye Effect. 
– Suggested that 55% of lightning victims suffer ocular effects due to thermal or electrical damage, intense heat, contusion from 

the thunder shock wave or combinations of these factors. 
– Cataracts typically develop within a few days, although cases have been seen where they ocurred as late as two years 

afterwards. 
• Ear Effects. 

– High pressure shock waves from thunder, measuring up to ten atmospheres may create blast effects leading to ruptured 
tympanic membranes.

– sensorineural hearing loss from the intense noise and shock wave accompanying thunder
• Other Effects. 

– Two thirds of lightning survivors had some degree of lower extremity paralysis. 
– Often they appeared cold, clammy, mottled, insensate, and pulseless. 
































































