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The physical examination of the abdomen is the key step in the evaluation of abdominal complaints such as pain, distension, enlarged organs, or masses.

The examination is conducted in a predetermined sequence starting from observation and then sequentially performing auscultation, palpation, and percussion followed by ancillary maneuvers.

Although the abdominal examination has been a well described and fundamental component of a systematic diagnostic evaluation since antiquity, its role in modern medicine is being minimized.

In the United States, Western Europe, and most of the developed world, the role of the examination has been supplanted by high-resolution imaging techniques that are widely available.

The available high resolution imaging techniques for abdominal examination includes Ultrasound, Computed Topography and Magnetic Resonance Imaging. 

Ultrasound is the most common and usually the first procedure used, since it is widely available and fairly inexpensive; it is also non-invasive and therefore repeatable. There is no radiation, and very significant diagnostic information can be gained from images of the organs. US is also an excellent way of visualizing the blood vessels, since blood flow can also be displayed. The procedure provides a rapid overview of changes in the upper abdominal organs (liver, gall bladder, pancreas, spleen, kidneys) as well as the blood vessels and lymph nodes of the upper abdomen.

Computed Topography is a technology that uses computer-processed x-rays to produce tomographic images (virtual 'slices') of specific areas of the scanned object, allowing the user to see what is inside it without cutting it open. It is used frequently to determine stage of cancer and to follow progress. It is also a useful test to investigate acute abdominal pain.

Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI) is a noninvasive medical test that helps physicians diagnose and treat medical conditions. MRI uses a powerful magnetic field, radio frequency pulses and a computer to produce detailed pictures of organs, soft tissues, bone and virtually all other internal body structures. The images can then be examined on a computer monitor, transmitted electronically, printed or copied to a CD. MRI does not use ionizing radiation (x-rays).
The abdominal examination is part of all comprehensive examinations of all patients of all ages which includes inspection, auscultation, palpation, and percussion. However, due to the advancement in science high resolution imaging techniques are now available and should be included in abdominal examination so as to assist in giving a more comprehensive diagnosis.
