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CLINICAL VIGNETTE  

 
 

East-West Medicine Approach to Functional Abdominal Pain 
 

 
Lawrence B. Taw, MD, FACP 

 
Case  
 
A 17-year-old male without significant prior medical history 
presented with periumbilical abdominal pain.  The pain started 
two years prior but had worsened over the past year.  It was 
described as an occasional sharp pain with associated loss of 
appetite and mild abdominal bloating.  The patient had lost five 
pounds in the last six months.  He denied nausea, vomiting, 
constipation, diarrhea, or blood in stools.  There were no clear 
dietary triggers or temporal association with eating, but he did 
report some anxiety that he considered mild and manageable.  
He denied being depressed. 
 
The patient had seen a gastroenterologist who treated him for 
helicobacter pylori, but the pain persisted.  An upper endoscopy 
was visually normal, but the biopsy came back with evidence 
of gastritis nut negative for helicobacter pylori.  Hepatobiliary 
iminodiacetic acid (HIDA) scan and computerized tomography 
(CT) scan of the abdomen and pelvis were normal.  Stool, urine, 
and blood tests, including lipase, transglutaminase antibodies, 
IgA, and inflammatory markers were also normal. He tried 
hyoscyamine and dicycloverine without relief.  He continued 
omeprazole and was started on amitriptyline 25mg daily for 
functional abdominal pain.  He declined a colonoscopy and was 
then referred to our clinic. 
 
Upon presentation after six weeks of amitriptyline, his pain had 
become less severe, but still intermittent described as cramping 
and sharp.  He reported eating a healthy diet with an assortment 
of fruits, vegetables, and smoothies.  He exercised regularly, 
including walking, push-ups, and sit-ups.  His sleep quality was 
good.  He denied any history of abdominal surgery, emotional 
trauma, physical abuse, alcohol, caffeine, or drug use.  
 
On physical exam, vital signs were normal.  BMI was 18.7 
kg/m2.  The abdomen was soft with generalized, mild tender-
ness to palpation but without rebound, guarding, appreciable 
masses, surgical scars, or organomegaly. Acupuncture was 
initiated, and self-care recommendations were provided, 
including drinking mint tea regularly and participating in mind-
body exercises, such as yoga and mindfulness practices. 
 
On his third follow up visit 6 weeks later, the patient noted 
significant improvement in abdominal pain without bloating 
and expanded his diet, gaining ten pounds.  He was able to 
titrate off the omeprazole.  He reported practicing meditation 
for thirty minutes daily and feeling the best he has felt in two 
years.  At his ninth follow up visit, four months after his initial  

 
 
consult with us, he reported doing extremely well while being 
completely off amitriptyline.  He enjoyed performing yoga 
daily while being busy with summer school, starting a new job, 
and planning to start college in the fall. 
 
Discussion 
 
The prevalence of abdominal pain in the community is much 
higher than seen in clinical practice.1 For those who visit a 
health provider, it is important to remember that almost 90% of 
children presenting with abdominal pain to primary care have 
no discernible organic pathology.2 Thus, functional abdominal 
pain disorders (FAPD), also called pain-predominant functional 
gastrointestinal disorders (FGID), are the most common cause 
of chronic abdominal pain in children and adolescents. 
 
Characterization and organization of FAPD and FGID have 
been updated with the Rome IV classification.  A FAPD may 
be diagnosed in adolescents who have chronic abdominal pain 
for greater than two months, a normal physical exam, stool 
samples negative for occult blood, and no red flags, including 
involuntary weight loss, difficulty with swallowing, significant 
vomiting, severe diarrhea, bowel changes, unexplained fever, 
or urinary symptoms.  Abdominal pain with these associated 
symptoms but without an identifiable organic cause may be 
sub-categorized into functional dyspepsia, irritable bowel 
syndrome, abdominal migraine, and functional abdominal pain 
- not otherwise specified.3 
 
In terms of pathophysiology, FAPDs are complex disorders that 
seem to result from disruption of the functional, and perhaps 
more subtly, the structural integrity of one or more elements of 
the microbiota-gut-brain-axis.4  The intricate and multifaceted 
interplay that underlie these conditions cannot be understated 
and may best be modeled utilizing a biopsychosocial frame-
work.  Critical components to this model are the concepts of 
visceral hypersensitivity and central hypervigilance, which are 
influenced by a combination of genetic and environmental 
factors. 
 
The goal in management of FAPDs is improving quality of life 
and returning to normal function as complete elimination of 
pain may not be an alternate for many patients.  Treating FAPDs 
is challenging because of heterogenous clinical subtypes and 
complex pathophysiology.5 Thus, management is individual-
ized according to a patient’s behavior, triggers, and symptoms, 



  
 
and the treatment approach typically involves a therapeutic 
relationship, coping strategies, dietary modifications, and medi-
cations if necessary.  
 
Due to its plausible underlying effect on gastrointestinal func-
tion in terms of gastrointestinal motility, visceral sensitivity, 
and the brain-gut axis, acupuncture is gaining more popularity 
in the treatment of FAPDs.6,7  Local acupuncture has also been 
shown to be effective in reducing clinical pain in those with a 
myofascial component to their abdominal pain syndrome.8  In a 
randomized controlled trial of pediatric patients with both IBS 
and functional abdominal pain, peppermint was found to be 
effective due to its spasmolytic effect on the gastrointestinal 
tract.9,10  As for coping, it is theorized that mindfulness-based 
treatments may modulate affective pain processing and 
catastrophic appraisals of gastrointestinal sensations.11  Yoga 
therapy is a form of mindfulness practice that has been 
demonstrated to reduce pain intensity and frequency in 
pediatric patients with abdominal pain-related FGIDs.12 
 
Patients with FAPDs commonly present in the outpatient 
setting.  This patient was successfully treated with an East-West 
approach utilizing acupuncture, yoga, and dietary therapy.  
While the exact mechanisms underlying the therapeutic effect 
of these interventions need to further elucidated, clinicians 
should be aware of their use as potentially efficacious therapies 
in patients with FAPDs. 
 
REFERENCES 
 
1. Andrews ET, Beattie RM, Tighe MP. Functional 

abdominal pain: what clinicians need to know. Arch Dis 
Child. 2020 Oct;105(10):938-944. doi: 10.1136/ 
archdischild-2020-318825. Epub 2020 Mar 9. PMID: 
32152039. 

2. Spee LA, Lisman-Van Leeuwen Y, Benninga MA, 
Bierma-Zeinstra SM, Berger MY. Prevalence, 
characteristics, and management of childhood functional 
abdominal pain in general practice. Scand J Prim Health 
Care. 2013 Dec;31(4):197-202. doi: 10.3109/02813432. 
2013.844405. Epub 2013 Oct 10. PMID: 24106821; 
PMCID: PMC3860295. 

3. Hyams JS, Di Lorenzo C, Saps M, Shulman RJ, Staiano 
A, van Tilburg M. Functional Disorders: Children and 
Adolescents. Gastroenterology. 2016 Feb 15:S0016-
5085(16)00181-5. doi: 10.1053/j.gastro.2016.02.015. 
Epub ahead of print. PMID: 27144632. 

4. Thapar N, Benninga MA, Crowell MD, Di Lorenzo C, 
Mack I, Nurko S, Saps M, Shulman RJ, Szajewska H, 
van Tilburg MAL, Enck P. Paediatric functional 
abdominal pain disorders. Nat Rev Dis Primers. 2020 Nov 
5;6(1):89. doi: 10.1038/s41572-020-00222-5. PMID: 
33154368. 

5. Banez GA. Chronic abdominal pain in children: what to do 
following the medical evaluation. Curr Opin Pediatr. 2008 
Oct;20(5):571-5. doi: 10.1097/MOP.0b013e32830c6ef1. 
PMID: 18781121. 

6. Li H, He T, Xu Q, Li Z, Liu Y, Li F, Yang BF, Liu CZ. 
Acupuncture and regulation of gastrointestinal function. 
World J Gastroenterol. 2015 Jul 21;21(27):8304-13. doi: 
10.3748/wjg.v21.i27.8304. PMID: 26217082; PMCID: 
PMC4507100. 

7. Santucci NR, Saps M, van Tilburg MA. New advances 
in the treatment of paediatric functional abdominal pain 
disorders. Lancet Gastroenterol Hepatol. 2020 
Mar;5(3):316-328. doi: 10.1016/S2468-1253(19)30256-0. 
Epub 2019 Dec 16. PMID: 31859185. 

8. Mitidieri AMS, Baltazar MCDV, da Silva APM, 
Gurian MBF, Poli-Neto OB, Candido-Dos-Reis FJ, 
Nogueira AA, Rosa-E-Silva JC. Ashi Acupuncture 
Versus Local Anesthetic Trigger Point Injections in the 
Treatment of Abdominal Myofascial Pain Syndrome: A 
Randomized Clinical Trial. Pain Physician. 2020 
Sep;23(5):507-518. PMID: 32967393. 

9. Chiou E, Nurko S. Management of functional abdominal 
pain and irritable bowel syndrome in children and 
adolescents. Expert Rev Gastroenterol Hepatol. 2010 
Jun;4(3):293-304. doi: 10.1586/egh.10.28. PMID: 
20528117; PMCID: PMC2904303.  

10. Kline RM, Kline JJ, Di Palma J, Barbero GJ. Enteric-
coated, pH-dependent peppermint oil capsules for the 
treatment of irritable bowel syndrome in children. J 
Pediatr. 2001 Jan;138(1):125-8. doi: 10.1067/mpd.2001. 
109606. PMID: 11148527. 

11. Garland EL, Gaylord SA, Palsson O, Faurot K, 
Douglas Mann J, Whitehead WE. Therapeutic 
mechanisms of a mindfulness-based treatment for IBS: 
effects on visceral sensitivity, catastrophizing, and 
affective processing of pain sensations. J Behav Med. 2012 
Dec;35(6):591-602. doi: 10.1007/s10865-011-9391-z. 
Epub 2011 Dec 8. PMID: 22161025; PMCID: 
PMC3883954. 

12. Korterink JJ, Ockeloen LE, Hilbink M, Benninga MA, 
Deckers-Kocken JM. Yoga Therapy for Abdominal Pain-
Related Functional Gastrointestinal Disorders in Children: 
A Randomized Controlled Trial. J Pediatr Gastroenterol 
Nutr. 2016 Nov;63(5):481-487. doi: 10.1097/MPG. 
0000000000001230. PMID: 27050045.  




