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What are word finding difficulties? 

Word finding difficulties are the times when although you feel you know the word you want to say, 

you cannot seem to find it and say it. This can also be described as being a ‘tip of the tongue’ 

feeling. 

Word finding difficulties can be quite normal and often occur more frequently as we get older. 

There are also certain conditions which make the retrieval of words from our ‘brain store’ more 

difficult, such as after a stroke, or with dementia or other neurological conditions such as 

Parkinson’s. 

Most of the time the words are still stored in the brain, but for some reason the systems and 

connections between brain cells do not work properly or quickly enough, and this can result in 

either the wrong word being used, or a difficulty ‘finding’ the word in the first place. Difficulties 

finding words can be closely linked to memory and this can often result in people forgetting what 

they were going to say half way through a sentence. 

 

What can I do about it? 

Practising ‘word finding strategies’ can sometimes help the brain ‘find’ words more quickly or easily, 

however it may not work every time.  Try the following if you cannot find the word: 

• Stop and wait – sometimes giving your brain some time to ‘catch up’ can help 

• Take a deep breath and relax 

• Laugh – laughing can help with relaxation and often results in easier word finding. Worry, 

stress or frustration about not being able to find a word can often make the situation more 

difficult 

• Try to describe the word you want – tell the listener what it or the person looks like, where 

you might find it, what you do with it, where the place is near, who you saw there, what you 

did, the colour, shape, size. Try to gesture with your hands if possible or try to think of the 

first letter of the word. Is it a long or short word? What is it to do with?  Think of someone 

else who was there with you etc. 



 

 

• Attempt to say the first sound of a word if it is on the “tip of your tongue”.  Trying to at least 

say the first sound of the word often triggers the production of the whole word or helps your 

listener to guess.  

• Attempt to write the first letter of the word or run through the alphabet to help to visualise the 

first letter of the word – this can sometimes help to find the word you are looking for 

• Try drawing a sketch to help describe what you mean 

• If you or your listener are able to get the word, say it aloud immediately. Make a note of it if 

you think it is a word which will be useful again.  

• If completely stuck and none of the above approaches work, agree to leave the word or topic 

and come back to it later. Sometimes a break from the situation and time are enough for the 

thought or word to come back naturally. Remember that tiredness will make word finding 

more difficult. 

 

What can others do to help? 

Other people can be highly effective in supporting you to find the words you are wanting to say. 

Often the person closest to you can guess quite closely to the point you were trying to make. This 

can be frustrating at times and it might be important to talk about when you would like some help 

with your speech and when you want to get the words by yourself. Others can try –  

• Giving the person plenty of time – recognise when they are stuck and try to wait a few extra 

seconds to see if the word will come back naturally 

• Ask the person if they need some prompters to help retrieve the word or message 

• If so, try asking general questions first to establish the context. Then narrow down your 

questions. For example, ask if the topic is about something that happened recently, is it 

about a person, place or is it an object?  Ask the person to describe to you, in as much detail 

as possible, what they are trying to say. 

• Try to encourage the person to say the word themselves wherever possible. If this is 

causing undue distress however and you know what the word or phrase is, check they are 

happy for you to say it for them 

• Remind the person to take their time, have a break, laugh and generally try the strategies in 

the section above 



 

 

• If it is not possible to get to the bottom of the message, communicate that clearly – be 

honest, say you don’t understand but you will try asking again later. 

 

Anything else? 

• Try rehearsal for certain situation. For example, if you know you have a doctor’s 

appointment and want to ask certain questions, practice out loud what you are going to say. 

Do this a few times – you are more likely to be successful with practice 

• If there are any words you have particular difficulty thinking of on a regular basis, keep a 

notebook with a list of these in. You can then either practice saying them aloud or can refer 

to the list in difficult situations.  

• Remember that tiredness will make word finding more difficult. Try to plan important 

conversations or appointments for times of day when you know you will be at your freshest. 

• Tell people about your condition and that you need more time to express yourself.  


