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TO BE OUT OF POCKET 
 

 

To be out of pocket, is to have made a financial loss. This means that 

you have less money than previously. Often, this is due to 

problematic situations that mean you have to pay for things that you 

did not anticipate, or lost money through bad investments. 

 

“When the market crashed, everyone in my sector was out of pocket.” 

“She did very well, but I am now rather out of pocket.” 

 

Vocabulary tip: This is an adjectival phrase, so always used with the 

verb TO BE. 
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TO GET ONE’S HANDS DIRTY 
 

 

To get one’s hands dirty, means to do some hard, practical work. It 

means that you have to have direct contact with the job that you are 

doing, make some serious decisions, and be involved. 

 

“My boss never gets his hands dirty, he lets us do all the hard work.” 

“You’re going to have to get your hands dirty and fire some employees.” 

 

Vocabulary tip: One’s hands do not literally have to become dirty, 

this idiom can be used in both a literal and figurative sense. 
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A BUSMAN’S HOLIDAY 
 

 

“A busman’s holiday” means a holiday where you must also do some 

work. It might mean that although you want to relax, you actually 

have a lot of things that you must do. Or it might mean that you have 

two reasons for visiting a place; to enjoy it and also to do some work. 

 

“Unfortunately, this trip is going to be a busman’s holiday.” 

“My history teacher goes to Russia every year. But it is a busman’s holiday 

because he has to take thirty students.” 
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TO MAKE MONEY HAND OVER FIST 
 

 

To make money hand over fist, is to make a lot of money and very 

quickly. It means that you are doing well and being very successful 

financially. 

 

“My new business idea is making money hand over fist!” 

“We were making money hand over fist, but now it has all gone wrong.” 

 

Origin: This was originally a nautical term, referring to how a sailor 

would climb a rope, placing one hand over his first etc. 
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TO BE LAID OFF 
 

 

To be laid off is to lose your job. Normally, we say that we are laid off 

when the reason for losing the job is not our fault. You can be laid off 

because the company is downsizing or because the company is not 

making enough money. 

 

“I think a lot of employees are going to be laid off.” 

“Sarah was laid off when the company decided to downsize.” 

 

REMEMBER: We use the expressions 'to be fired' or to be 'given the 

sack', when someone has done something wrong. However, to be 

laid off normally means that no one is to blame. 
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TO RUN A TIGHT SHIP 
 

 

To run a tight ship is to do things in an effective and efficient way. 

When a boss or business leader does everything carefully, checking 

that all employees are working correctly and by the rules, we say that 

she runs a tight ship. 

 

“My new boss runs a tight ship and she hates us making mistakes.” 

“If you want to run a tight ship, you need to follow the regulations.” 
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TO MAKE A KILLING 
 

 

To make a killing is an expression that means to make a lot of money. 

It sounds negative, but actually this is a positive expression. 

 

"We’ve made a killing this quarter; let’s celebrate!” 

“John thinks that this new idea is going to make a killing!” 

 

REMEMBER: To make a killing is positive. There is no negative 

connotation despite the word 'killing.' This expression simply means 

to make a lot of money. 
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THE PECKING ORDER 
 

 

The pecking order is an expression used to describe hierarchy or 

chain of command. In a business the CEO is at the head of the 

pecking order, while the apprentice is at the bottom of the pecking 

order. 

 

“I hate being at the bottom of the pecking order. I’m always chosen last” 

“When you are at the top of the pecking order, life is good.” 
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BACK TO SQUARE ONE 
 

 

Back to square one is an expression that means you are back to your 

original position. If you have £10 and invest your money to make 

£100, then invest the £100, but lose £90, you are back to square one. 

If you work very hard on a project, then lose all your work because of 

a computer virus, you are back to square one. Ultimately, it means 

you must start again. 

 

“After the divorce, I was back to square one, with no money, no house and no 

wife.” 

“Look, we are back to square one, so let’s start again.” 
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WORK-LIFE BALANCE 
 

 

Work-life balance is the relationship between your work life and your 

personal life. It is normally used when making sure you give equal 

importance to these two aspects. 

 

“I don’t have any work-life balance in my new job. I think I might quit.” 

“I need to improve my work-life balance by spending less time in the office.” 

 

REMEMBER: We use the expressions 'to be fired' or to be 'given the 

sack', when someone has done something wrong. However, to be 

laid off normally means that no one is to blame. 
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TO SAVE UP 
 

 

To save up, is when you keep some of your salary every month, so 

that you can finally pay for something that you really want. 

 

“At the moment, I am saving up for a new car.” 

“Sarah is saving up for a deposit on her new house.” 

 

Grammar tip: To save up, when followed by an object, is first 

followed by FOR. We save up FOR something. 
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TO BRING SOMEONE UP TO SPEED 
 

 

To bring someone up to speed is to make sure that they know all the 

relevant and new information. To bring someone up to speed is to 

update them about all the new factors. If you have a new colleague 

at work, you might need to bring them up to speed; this would mean 

telling them how everything works in your office, explaining 

procedures, and making sure they know what they are doing. 

 

“We don’t have much time, so let me bring you up to speed about this new 

project.” 

“Sarah brought me up to speed about the new deal. It sounds fantastic.” 
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TO PULL ONE’S SOCKS UP 
 

 

To pull one’s socks up, is to work harder and work more efficiently. If 

an employee has been working a little bit lazily, their employer might 

tell them to pull their socks up. 

 

“Pull your socks up, John. Get this work finished.” 

“Sarah needs to pull her socks up and finish her degree this year.” 

 

Grammar tip: This is often used as an imperative form, but this is very 

direct. 
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TO OPEN THE DOOR TO SOMETHING 
 

 

To open the door to something, means to be open to the possibility 

of something. It means that you are willing to consider something, or 

keen for something to happen. 

 

“I want to open the door to talks with our rivals.” 

“I think we need to open the door to the chance of a merger.” 

 

Vocabulary tip: This phrase is similar to saying “to consider.” 
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THAT’S A WRAP 
 

 

We use the expression that’s a wrap when we want to say that 

something is finished, concluded or complete. 

 

“That’s a wrap team. We’ve finished the entire project!” 

“It’s nearly ten in the evening. Let’s call that a wrap for the day.” 

 

Origin: The origin of this expression comes from the film industry. 

When a director was happy with a scene, he would shout “that’s a 

wrap.” 
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TO DOWNSHIFT 
 

 

To downshift, is to work a little bit less, relax a little bit more, and to 

prioritise social, leisure and family time more than work. Like shifting 

gears in a car, a downshift means that you (or the engine) is putting 

in less effort. 

 

“I think I need to downshift. If I keep working this hard, I am going to blowout.” 

“Downshifting for a while can be beneficial to an employee’s health.” 
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A JACK OF ALL TRADES 
 

 

A Jack of all trades refers to someone who is good at lots of different 

kinds of job, such as decorating, plumbing, brick-laying, without 

specialising in one particular job. 

 

„I can do some gardening for you, I'm a bit of a Jack of all trades.” 

“Steven's a Jack of all trades, he will attempt anything.” 

 

Grammar tip: this is an adjectival phrase, so it is always used with the 

verb TO BE. 
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OUT OF THE LOOP 
 

 

If someone is said to be out of the loop, they have not been kept up 

to date with the latest news on a particular topic. 
 

“I've been on holiday for a fortnight, so I'm completely out of the loop.” 

“You will be out of the loop if you fail to turn up for the meetings on the 

subject.” 
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REFRESH / UPDATE 
 

 

To make new again/to make current. 

 

Once I learned that there was now a more effective version of the software 

program, I updated that part of the software suite. 

The company director showed the new owners the new updated revenue figures 

which had just come from the accounting department that morning. 

Of course the numbers on the page look like they are too low; you opened that 

page an hour ago. You have to refresh the page more often if you want the 

latest data. 
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CONTEMPORIZE / MODERNIZE 
 

 

To make more current. 
 

Our previous advertising campaign did not work, so now we will try to 

modernize the company image with an exclusively online youth-oriented 

approach. 

Often directors use today's clothing and slang to contemporize a centuries-old 

play in order to make it more relatable to modern audiences. 
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GIVE SOMEONE A (HELPING) HAND 
 

 

To help someone with something. 

 

As the time ran out, Ann realized Bob could not finish the project by the 

deadline, so she gave him a hand and they could both leave the office on time. 

Although there is not official contract, it is generally recognized that the 

journalist is the government's hired hand considering how many positive 

articles he writes about it. 
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WORK AGAINST THE CLOCK 
 

 

To try to do something in a very limited amount of time. 

 

With the weekend approaching quickly and several projects becoming more 

complicated than originally estimated, she knew she was working against the 

clock. 

Facing irreversible environmental damage, we are all working against the clock 

to raise awareness and make changes for the better. 

 

Origin: Sometimes we are working against competitors, sometimes 

against time limits. 
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TO SKYROCKET 
 

 

To skyrocket, means to increase sharply and dramatically. We often 

use this phrase when talking about numbers, trends, or statistics. It is 

a popular work for economists. 

 

“If you want your product’s sales to skyrocket, you must think about your 

marketing.” 

“After the scandal, the opponent’s popularity skyrocketed.” 

 

Grammar tip: To skyrocket is a verb phrase, so you must consider the 

tense and subject before using it. 
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HANDS-ON 
 

 

Hands-on is an adjective that means involved in something. If a 

manager is hands-on, he likes to be involved in the business he is 

managing. Maybe this means that he helps at the front of the shop or 

makes sure he speaks to the clients directly. 

 

“I wish my boss was more hands on. Sometimes it’s like he’s not there at all.” 

“I like to be hands-on because then I can understand all aspects of my 

business.” 

 

GRAMMAR: Hands-on is an adjective, so it must be used before a 

noun or after the verb TO BE. 
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TO WORK OUT A SOLUTION 
 

 

To find the answer/solution to a problem. 

 

Although the two sides were in a bitter dispute, both knew they had to work out 

a solution which would satisfy the requirements of both sides. 

We had some difficulties in parts of the manufacturing process, but we worked 

out a solution which would not eat into our profits. 
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TO GET OUT OF HAND 
 

 

To become out of control. 

 

They thought they had taken all the necessary precautions, but when an 

unexpected factor entered, things quickly got out of hand. 

Do not worry about a thing; I have done this a hundred times before. I've got 

everything in hand so you can sit back and relax. 

For this particularly difficult phase of the project, we have hired the top 

professional in the field so we have it in a safe pair of hands. 
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TO BREAK THE BACK OF SOMETHING 
 

 

When we say that we have broken the back of something, we are 

saying that we have completed the majority or hardest part of it, and 

that everything will be easier now. We often use this in business 

English when talking about difficult tasks, but it could also be used to 

describe a hard trek.  

 

“If we want to break the back of this, we all need to work together.” 

“The boss says we’ve broken the back of it, but I think we have a lot more to 

do.” 
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TO DISMISS OUT OF HAND 
 

 

To turn something down automatically. 

 

The chef rejected the plan out of hand to make the restaurant more “family 

friendly” at the cost of losing its elegance and reputation for fine dining. 

The director rejected the classic story out of hand and chose to make a modern 

action movie because profit for the studio was the real goal. 

The press officer dismissed the rumors out of hand as not being even remotely 

possible. 
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PUT SOMETHING ON THE BACK BURNER 
 

 

Place less priority on something. 

 

After several weeks of making no progress in preparing for the renovations, 

they put those plans on the back burner and focused on day-to-day 

maintenance. 

The new management was less interested in the previous director's pet projects 

and either put them on the back burner or completely shut them down. 

Until she finished university, she put her personal life on the back burner since 

getting her degree was far more important to her than socializing. 

 

Origin: The front burners of a stove are more accessible and suitable 

for dishes requiring more attention – the back ones, less so. 
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TO TEACH SOMEONE THE ROPES 
 

 

To teach//learn the processes and details of a workplace. 

 

Once I learned the ropes at the new office, I felt much more comfortable and 

could increase my productivity. 

The company director told the department head to show the new recruit the 

ropes so there would be less lost productivity. 

It looks complicated at first, but once you get to know the ropes, it becomes 

very clear and easy. 

 

Origin: The ropes make up an important part of ship sailing and must 

be understood. 
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TO BAIL OUT 
 

 

To rescue or save from disaster. 

 

Now that the banks started failing, they gave up their opposition to 

government involvement and demanded to be bailed out of the disaster they 

had created. 

The parents of the irresponsible man bailed him out after every failed 

endeavor. 

 

Origin: To get the water out/off of a ship, it must be bailed out or else 

it goes under. 
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TO MAKE HEADWAY 
 

 

To progress or make progress. 

 

After several false starts, we organized all of the materials logically and we 

could begin to make headway on the project. 

Once common ground was found for both sides of the negotiations, they could 

make some headway towards a mutually beneficial agreement. 

 

Origin: The front of a ship is its head. 
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TO SWEETEN THE POT 
 

 

Make an offer even better/higher stakes. 

 

When the studio heard that their competitors were also trying to sign a 

contract with the new star, they sweetened the pot and offered an extra share 

of international sales if she agreed to a mult-film contract. 

The recruiter needed to sign the candidate and sweetened to pot with an offer 

of a corner office and stock options on top of the already full compensation 

package. 

 

Origin: The ropes make up an important part of ship sailing and must 

be understood. 
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HEDGE ONE’S BETS 
 

 

Plan for possible loss. 

 

The manager hedged his bets on the company surviving the quarter, and 

developed alternative business contacts. 

The company could not tell which party would win the election, so they hedged 

their bets and donated money to all of them. 
 

Origin: Putting shrubbery between one and the outside provides some 

protection. 
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TO KILL TWO BIRDS WITH ONE STONE 
 

 

To achieve two goals at one time or with one effort. 

 

Since I was going to the shop to pick up a bottle of wine anyway, I decided to 

kill two birds with one stone and take the recycling to the bins on my way out. 

Housing development in formerly protected green zones kills (at least) two 

birds with one stone by both reducing the natural areas which had cleaned the 

air and water, and increases the amount of pollution in the air and water. 
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TO WRITE ONE’S OWN TICKET 
 

 

To be in a dominant negotiating position in order to determine 

one's compensation. 

 

With her natural talent, professional training and good luck, she could write her 

own ticket in the job market. 

The board of directors let the new recruit write his own ticket based on the 

surprise success of his unusual strategy which caught everyone by surprise. 

Being one's own boss does not always mean being able to call one's own shots. 

 

Origin: Self-determination in how one is paid is a powerful ability, not 

available to all. 
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TO GO GREEN 
 

 

Become more environmentally friendly. 

 

When it was time to renovate the building, they decided it would make sense 

in the long run to go green. 

More and more companies are going green, not for any soft-headed hippy tree-

hugging good feelings, but because it makes economical sense. 

 

Origin: Green is the color of plants and therefore all nature 
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BLUE CHIP 
 

 

Top grade, Top value, especially such a company. 

 

The blue chip stocks are trading high on the stock market today, but it is all too 

expensive for me to deal with. 

The CEO turned the failing company around and made it one of the top blue 

chip stocks on the market. 

A team of blue chip experts was assembled to investigate the situation. 

 

Origin: In the 1920s, the Dow Jones employee Oliver Gingold used the 

top value poker chip to describe the top value stocks. 
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GO / RUN LIKE CLOCKWORK 
 

 

Operate very well. 

 

The testing phase of the new product lasted months, but when it was due to 

enter the market, the designers wanted it to run like clockwork. 

After finding out how to make the actors remember their lines and deliver 

them convincingly, the play went like clockwork. 

Once we understand the mechanics of biology, we see that cells function like 

clockwork. 

 

Origin: Nothing operates quite as smoothly as a well made watch. 
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BUSY WORK 
 

 

Non-essential, non-productive work to occupy time. 
 

 

The supplies for the project did not arrive on time, so the manager gave the 

employees busy work to do in the meantime. 

The manager gave busy work to the ambitious new hire to prevent her from 

demonstrating how ineffective the current staff actually was. 
 

 

Origin: Some work is not to make progress or improve anything in 

particular but only to keep a population occupied in a way that does 

not endanger the existing power structure 
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MORE THAN ONE WAY TO SKIN A CAT 
 

 

Many solutions to any problem. 

 

The advertising campaign failed to raise turnover, so the sales director tipped 

off reporters that their competition used questionable production methods, 

resulting in less business for them, knowing there was more than one way to 

skin a cat. 

The merger had not gone well, so both of the original companies started the 

process again with new flexible procedures, trying to find more ways to skin 

that cat. 

 

Origin: Most results have multiple ways to be reached. 
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TO GIVE THE GREEN LIGHT 
 

 

To allow to go forward / progress. 
 

The studio greenlit the project and filming began the next week. 

The board of directors gave the green light to the development project, 

thinking it would be a good investment. 

 

Origin: Traffic lights. 
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FIRE IN THE BELLY 
 

 

Deep drive to achieve something. 
 

The staff was amazed how quickly the new recruit had climbed the corporate 

ladder into top management, not at first realizing the fire in her belly she had 

that drove her on. 

If you are going to succeed in this business and set yourself apart from the 

competition, you need fire in the belly and an unwillingness to take second-

best. 
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KICK A DECISION BACK 
 

 

Return a topic back for further consideration. 

 

After weeks of development meetings had hatched no new ideas, the team 

leader kicked the decision back to management, claiming they had expected 

the impossible. 

When the Supreme Court rules 4-4 on a case, it gets kicked back to the lower 

court. 
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SKIN IN THE GAME 
 

 

A personal investment or attachment. 
 

I did not have any skin in the game, so the people more closely involved in the 

project did not accept my suggestions, calling them unrealistic and uniformed. 

His critics said it was easy for an outsider with no skin in the game to casually 

comment on a process, the results of which they would have to live with, unlike 

him. 
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START FROM SCRATCH 
 

 

To begin from the absolute beginning, from zero. 

 

When the hurricane destroyed their house and farm, they had to start their 

lives over from scratch. 

If you bake bread from scratch, you can make it exactly the way you like. 

She had built up the company from scratch and could look back on a lifetime of 

great achievement: challenges met, competitors bested, obstacles overcom. 

 
 

Origin: The line scratched into the dirt to mark the starting line for a 

race, giving no advantage to anyone. 
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GO BELLY-UP 
 

 

To go bankrupt. 
 

The company was poorly managed, the economy down and competition stiff, 

so it was no wonder they went belly-up so quickly. 

The merger had not been well planned, so both of the original companies went 

belly-up. 
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KICK AROUND AN IDEA 
 

 

Discuss a possibility. 

 

After weeks of development meetings had hatched no new ideas, the team 

leader started kicking around the idea that they should instead innovate on an 

existing technology. 

Dissatisfaction with his current job and its limited opportunities had him kicking 

around the idea of starting up his own business. 
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TO TALK SHOP 
 

 

To talk about business or work matters at a social event (where 

such talk is out of place, often pejorative), to talk about work 

outside of work. 

 

“All right, everyone, we’re not here to talk shop. Let’s have a good time.” 

Mary and Jane stood by the punch bowl, talking shop. 

I met Judy from the office last night to catch up on gossip, but we ended up just 

talking shop. 
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HIT THE GROUND RUNNING 
 

 

To begin well-prepared and ready-to-go. 

 

We have prepared everything in advance so we can hit the ground running in 

the morning. 

I first drink coffee at home so I can hit the ground running when I arrive at 

work. 

Advanced placement classes let students hit the ground running when they 

start university. 

 

Origin: After dropping or jumping, not to wait before continuing; like 

a paratrooper or cross-country runner. 
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GET TO THE POINT 
 

 

To state something directly, to reach the most important part or 

topic of a conversation or discussion. 

 

He talked and talked but never came to the point. 

Boss: I have some bad news everyone. Let me first say that you are all great 

employees, and I love you all. 

Employees: Thanks, boss! 

Boss: Let me get to the point. You’re all fired. 

Employees: Thanks, boss! 
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