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accidentally on
purpose

Idioms Meaning Sentences

If you do something
intentionally, but
pretend it was an
accident, you do it
accidentally on

purpose.
 

“ I accidentally-on-
purpose erased his
email address, so I
could not contact

him again.”

add fuel to the
flames

If you add fuel to
the flames, you do
or say something
that makes a

difficult situation
even worse.

 

"He forgot their
wedding

anniversary, and
his apologies only
added fuel to the

flames."
 

all ears
 

To say that you
are all ears means

that you are
listening very
attentively.

 
 

"Of course I want
to know - I'm all

ears!”

answer the call
of nature

 

When a person
answers the call of
nature, they go to

the toilet.
 
 

"I had to get up in
the middle of the
night to answer

the call of nature.”
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badger
someone

Idioms Meaning Sentences

If you badger
someone into doing
something, you

persistently nag or
pester them until you

obtain what you
want.

 
 

"Sophie badgered
her parents into
buying her a new

computer."
 

balancing act
 

When you try to
satisfy two or more
people or groups who
have different needs,
and keep everyone

happy, you perform a
balancing act.

"Many people,
especially women,
have to perform a

balancing act
between work and

family."

bare your
heart / soul

 

If you bare you soul
(or heart) to

someone, you reveal
your innermost

thoughts and feelings
to them.

"May could not keep
things to herself any
longer. She decided
to bare her soul to
her best friend."

 

bark up wrong
tree

 

A person who is
barking up the wrong
tree is doing the

wrong thing, because
their beliefs or ideas
are incorrect or

mistaken.

The police are
barking up the

wrong tree if they
think Joe stole the
car - he cannot

drive!"
 
 

1
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beat a
(hasty)
retreat

Idioms Meaning Sentences

Someone who beats a
(hasty) retreat runs
away or goes back
hurriedly to avoid a
dangerous or difficult

situation.
 
 

"The thief beat a
hasty retreat as
soon as he saw the
security officer."

 
 

be one’s best bet
 

The action most likely
to succeed is called
one's best bet.

"Your best bet
would be to try

calling him at home."

break every
rule in the

book
 

If you behave in a
completely

unacceptable way,
you break every rule

in the book.

"Our competitors
obtained the

contract by breaking
every rule in the

book."
 

breathe down
somebody’s neck

 
 

If someone is
breathing down your

neck, they are
watching you too

closely and making you
feel uncomfortable. 

"The atmosphere at
work is not great;
the boss keeps

breathing down our
necks all the time."
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If you burn the candle
at both ends, you

exhaust yourself by
doing too much,

especially going to bed
late and getting up

early.
 
 

burn the
candle at
both ends

Idioms Meaning Sentences

''Scott looks
exhausted - I'll bet
he's been burning the
candle at both ends

lately."
 
 

bury one's
head in the

sand

If you bury your head
in the sand, you refuse
to face the unpleasant
reality by pretending
that the situation

doesn't exist.
 

"It is no good
burying your head
in the sand. We

have got a problem
on our hands."

bury the hatchet
 

When people who have
had a disagreement

decide to forget their
quarrel and become
friends again, they
bury the hatchet.

"I did not agree with
my colleague's

decision, but for the
sake of peace I

decided to bury the
hatchet."

 

call someone's
bluff

 

If you call someone's
bluff, you challenge

them to do what they
threaten to do (while
believing that they

will not dare to do it). 

"After the
neighbour's threats
to demolish the fence,
when Jack decided to
call his bluff, there

were no more
complaints."
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When people
temporarily stop doing
something or put an
end to an activity,
they call it quits.

call it quits
 

Idioms Meaning Sentences

"OK, we are all
exhausted, so let's
call it quits for

today."
 
 
 

call a spade a spade A person who calls a
spade a spade speaks
openly and truthfully
about something,
especially difficult

matters.
 

"What I like about
the new manager is
that he calls a spade
a spade - it makes

things so much easier
for everyone."

cap in hand
 

If you do something
cap in hand, you ask
for something in a
very respectful

manner.
 

"They went to the
teacher, cap in hand,
and asked for more
time to complete
their project."

 

chime in
 

If you chime in, you
interrupt or join a

conversation,
especially to repeat

or agree with
something.

 

"As I explained to the
bus driver what had
happened, the other
passengers chimed in

and gave their
version."
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If you tell a group of
people to cut the cackle,
you are asking them to

stop talking aimlessly and
start dealing with more
important or serious

matters.

cut the
cackle

 

Idioms Meaning Sentences

"OK. It is time to cut
the cackle and get
down to business."

 
 
 

dive in headfirst If you begin something
enthusiastically,

without thinking about
the possible

consequences, you dive
in headfirst.

"Tony accepted the
project without
realizing how much

time it would take; he
always dives in
headfirst!"

 

do a disappearing
act

 

If someone does a
disappearing act, they

simply vanish,
especially if they have
done something wrong

or dishonest.
 

"Just before the
police arrived, the

suspect did a
disappearing act."

 

do a good turn
 

If you do someone a
good turn, you act in

a helpful way.
 

"Mike is a great guy -
always ready to do a

good turn."
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When uncertain about
what to do, if you err
on the side of caution
you do more than
what is adequate

rather than take any
risks. 

 
 

err on the
side of
caution

 

Idioms Meaning Sentences

"When I am not sure
how much food to
prepare, I tend to
err on the side of

caution and prepare
far too much."

false move In a dangerous or risky
situation, if you make
a false move, you do
something which may
have unpleasant
consequences.

"He is under close
surveillance. If he

makes one false move
he will be arrested."

 

fish for
compliments

 

When someone is
obviously waiting for
you to say something
nice, they are fishing

for compliments.
 

"I know why she
invited us to her new
house - she is just

fishing for
compliments."

 
 

fling yourself
into

something

If you fling yourself
into an activity, you
do it with a lot of

energy and
enthusiasm.

 

"Ever since she flung
herself in the anti-
pollution campaign,

she rarely has a free
moment!"
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If you follow your
nose, you go straight
ahead. (This can also
mean to follow your

instinct in life.)
 
 

follow your nose
 
 

Idioms Meaning Sentences

"The station is at the
end of the road - just
follow your nose."

 

follow in someone's
footsteps

If you follow in
someone's footsteps,
for example a parent,
you lead a similar life
or do the same job.

"Lily followed in her
mother's footsteps

and became a
teacher."

 

gatecrash
 

If someone
gatecrashes, they
attend a private

social event without
being invited.

 

"We need volunteers
to keep an eye out
for gatecrashers

tonight."
 
 
 

give someone the
cold shoulder

 

To give someone the
cold shoulder means

to deliberately ignore
them, treat them in a
cold manner or stop
being friendly with

them.
 

"I do not understand.
Since we had lunch
with Tom and Jane

they have been giving
us the cold shoulder."
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If you give someone a
hard time, you annoy
them or make things
difficult for them.

 

give someone a
hard time

 

Idioms Meaning Sentences

"Susan says the
pupils in her new

school are giving her
a hard time."

 
 

give the slip If you give the slip to
somebody who is
following you, you

manage to hide or get
away from them.

"The police were on
his trail, but the

suspect managed to
give them the slip."

 

give a taste of
their own medicine

 

If you give someone a
taste of their own
medicine, you treat
them in the same

unpleasant way that
they have treated

you.
 

"People who always
arrive late should be
given a taste of

their own medicine."
 
 

go too far
 

If you go too far, you
do something that is
considered extreme
or unacceptable.

 
 

"Stealing is bad, but
stealing from a poor
person is really going

too far!"
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If you go out of your
way, you take

particular care or
make a special effort
when doing something.

 
 

go out of your
way

 

Idioms Meaning Sentences

"Aunt Betty went
out of her way to

make us feel
comfortable"

 
 

give the slip If you give the slip to
somebody who is
following you, you

manage to hide or get
away from them.

"The police were on
his trail, but the

suspect managed to
give them the slip."

 

give a taste of
their own medicine

 

If you give someone a
taste of their own
medicine, you treat
them in the same

unpleasant way that
they have treated

you.
 

"People who always
arrive late should be
given a taste of

their own medicine."
 
 

go too far
 

If you go too far, you
do something that is
considered extreme
or unacceptable.

 
 

"Stealing is bad, but
stealing from a poor
person is really going

too far!"
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If someone or
something goes into
overdrive, they begin
to work very hard or
start to perform

intensely.
 
 

go into overdrive
 

Idioms Meaning Sentences

"At the start of
every new school

term, my imagination
goes into overdrive."

 
 

go off on a tangent If someone goes off on
a tangent, they

change the subject
completely in the

middle of a speech or
conversation.

"Sometimes when he
is teaching, he goes
off on a tangent and
starts talking about

his dog!"
 

go to extremes People who go to
extremes behave in a

way that lacks
moderation.

 

"My parents tend to
go to extremes.

They live on a tight
budget and then

they go on expensive
holidays!"

 
 

hit the panic
button

 

When you hit or press
the panic button, you
raise the alarm too
quickly or react too
hastily in a difficult or
stressful situation.

 

"Calm down! There is
no need to hit the
panic button yet!"
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