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Look for / Search / Seek
‘To Look for’, ‘to search’ and ‘to 
seek’ are synonyms but they are some-
times used in di� erent ways. For exam-
ple, we can say “I’m looking for a � at”, 
“I’m searching for a � at” or “I’m seeking a 
� at” without any change of meaning; the 
only grammatical di� erence is that the 
preposition ‘for’ is not necessary with the 
verb ‘seek’.

But this changes if we need to make 
nouns or adjectives. For example, we can say 
that a person is a seeker but not a “looker 
for”, and we can carry out1 a search on 
the Internet, but not a “seek”. Here is a 
summary of how each one is used:

Look for: � is phrasal verb is very 
common, but it is only used as a verb – 
there is no noun or adjective (don’t say a 
look for, or a looker for ). Look for needs 
an object:
e.g. I’m looking for a job/a house/my 

memory stick etc. 
We never say only “I’m looking for”, 
though sometimes we could say “I’m 
looking”, for example: 
e.g. Shop assistant: Can I help you?

Customer: No, thanks, I’m just 
looking.

Seek: Here we have a verb (seek-sought- 
sought2), an adjective -seeking, and 
personal noun seeker. � ere is no concept 
noun (don’t say a seek). � e nouns and 
adjectives are normally formed with the 
object we are seeking, typical colloca-
tions being:

 A heat-seeking missile
 An attention-seeking3 person, 
 An asylum seeker4, 
 A job-seeker5

‘Seek’ has the advantage that it is only one 
word6. � is means that it occurs more 
o� en where space is limited, e.g. news-
paper headlines, or where we have to pay 
for the length of a text, e.g. in personal 
ads7. � ere is also the universal children’s 
game “Hide and Seek”.

Search: a verb, an adjective ‘searching’, 
a personal noun ‘searcher’ and concept 
noun ‘a search’. 
� e verb ‘search’ is used di� erently from 
‘look for’ and ‘seek’, (and even ‘search 
for’), as the following example shows:
e.g. Jane and Mike are looking for a � at in 

London (= they are trying to � nd a � at 
in London) 

e.g. � e police are searching a � at in 
London (= the police are in a � at, 
trying to � nd something in the � at 
e.g. drugs, evidence…)

From the noun search we get the term 
‘search engine’, the name for the tool8 we 
use to � nd information in the Internet.

Search / Research / Investigate
‘Searching’ has the meaning of looking 
for something, but not the idea of investiga-
tive study, which is ‘research’. Examples of 
research are scienti� c research, academic 
research, market research and research and 
development9 (o� en abbreviated to R&D).

What is the di� erence between research 
and investigation? Research is something 
normally done by students or professional 
people in a library or laboratory. Investiga-
tion is the typical activity of police detec-
tives, although nosey10 neighbours, curi-
ous children, or in fact anybody can inves-
tigate something unusual or unknown to 
� nd out what is happening / has happened. 
Investigation is not a kind of study.

Common mistake:  � e scientists were 
doing investigation research into the 
causes of cancer.

HIDE AND SEEK
by Miles Pratt

1 to carry sth. out – undertake/do sth. 
2 the participle of the verb can be used as an 

adjective (see wanted  vs. sought).
3 attention-seeking – who needs to be the centre 

of attention
4 asylum seeker – refugee 
5 a term used because it is more positive-

sounding than “unemployed person”
6 ‘look for’ and ‘search for’ consist of 2 words
7 ad – (colloquial) advertisement 
8 tool – (in this context) computer program 
9 research and development – department in a 

company that develops new products 
10 nosey – excessively inquisitive 

What is the difference between ‘look for’ and ‘seek’, or between ‘find’ and 
‘find out’? English has a lot of words for looking for and finding, and they are 
not always interchangeable. This guide should help you avoid mistakes.

She’s looking for the 
nearest subway station.

� e seagulls are searching for their next meal.
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Subscribers’ exercise G (see pp. 48-49)

Look for / Fetch
Fetch is a verb that does not have an 
equivalent in many languages. It means 
“go somewhere, � nd something and then 
bring it back”, and “Fetch!” is what dog 
owners say when they throw a stick or a ball 
for their dog to bring back. We do not use 
“look for” for this idea of going to collect 
something and then bringing it back.

Common mistake:   We need another 
fork, could you go and look for fetch one 
from the kitchen. 

Wanted vs. Sought or Sought-after
‘Wanted’ and ‘sought’ are similar in 
meaning but not always interchange-
able. � e best example of ‘wanted’ is in 
the case of criminals who the police are 
looking for. People who are familiar with 
western movies (or with the inside of 
police stations!) will have seen posters 
saying “Wanted”, showing the face of 
the baddie11 in question, o� en o� ering 
a reward for his/her capture.

While wanted o� en has this conno-
tation of someone bad or dangerous, 
sought/sought-a� er12 has a connota-
tion of something valuable and appre-
ciated. � erefore13 we would say:
e.g. � e train-robber became Britain’s 

most-wanted man.
e.g. Apartments with a view of the sea 

are highly14 sought-a� er, and there-
fore expensive.

We don’t normally use the participles 
‘looked for’ or ‘searched’ as adjectives 
in this way.

Encounters and 
Discoveries

� e language for � nd-
ing can sometimes be 
as confusing as the 
language for seeking: 

Find: We can � nd tangi-
ble objects, and intan-
gible things like jobs, 
mistakes, news articles 
etc. We normally don’t 
use ‘� nd’ for people, 
except if we are talk-

ing about that person’s role or function. 
So, we can say “Tom has found a wife” or 
“Marta has found an English teacher”, but 
not “I found Tom at school yesterday”15 (in 
this case we would say “I met / ran into /
bumped into Tom at school yesterday”. 
To run into/bump into refer to unplanned 
and unexpected meetings; to meet can be 
planned or unplanned.

‘Come across’ is also used for � nding 
something in an unplanned or unex-
pected way. It is more o� en used for 
things than for people.
e.g. I was tidying my room the other day 

when I came across some old photos.

Encounter can mean both � nd and 
meet. Although encounter is a verb too, 
the word is more o� en used as a noun. 
It is useful because ‘a meeting’ normally 
refers to the kind of meetings we have at 
work etc. to discuss things together, and 
is not o� en used in other contexts.

e.g. Both Manchester United and Chel-
sea fans came to the pub to watch the 
match, but the encounter did not lead 
to16 any disturbance.

e.g. Have you encountered any more prob-
lems with your new computer?

Another example is the famous � lm Brief 
Encounter (1945, David Lean).

Note: A gathering17 of members of 
a political party to support18 their 
candidate is neither a meeting nor an 
encounter, but a political rally.

Find / Find out / Discover 
� e meaning of ‘find’ is familiar to most 
students. ‘Find out’ is di� erent. It means 
to � nd information about something, for 
example:
e.g. Can you � nd out what time the train 

to Newcastle leaves?
Sometimes � nd out can be substituted 
by ‘discover’, but this is more typical for 
� nding something completely new:
e.g. Fleming discovered the medicinal use 

of penicillin. 

Obscure Language
Finally, the language of hiding can also be 
confusing. � e simple action of making 
something di�  cult to � nd is ‘to hide’ 
(hide-hid-hidden)

Occult: this word is not normally used 
as a verb. � e adjective or noun19 ‘occult’ 
refers to secret arts and knowledge, espe-
cially those which are magical or mysteri-

ous, i.e. witchcra� .

Obscure: this is a verb 
and an adjective (noun: 
obscurity), normally 
describing something that 
is vague and unclear:
e.g. � e minister’s expla-

nation was so obscure 
that nobody really knew 
what had happened.

‘To abscond ’ has noth-
ing to do with20 hiding, 
except perhaps to “go into 
hiding”. It means to escape 
or run away. 

11 baddie – (colloquial) bad guy, villain 
12 ‘sought-a� er’ is more common than ‘sought’ 

as an adjective
13 therefore – for this reason 
14 highly – very 

15 unless there is some strange situation – e.g. 
Tom had been kidnapped (= abducted), or 
was drunk and unconscious on the � oor – in 
which cases we can use ‘� nd’

16 to lead to (lead-led-led) – cause, provoke 

17 gathering – get-together, informal assembly
18 to support – back, defend, help 
19 normally we say “the occult”
20 to have nothing to do with (have-had-had) – 

be completely unrelated to 

He’s carrying out important 
breast cancer research.

My dog loves fetching his ball on the beach.
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