
QUICK BUSINESS 
VOCABULARY GUIDE

The following guide is divided into 
20 e� ective units related to the most 
important phrasal verbs and idiomatic 
expressions used in the 21st century 
business world. 

Use this guide to make an impression 
during your next meeting, presentation 
or social event.
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MARKETING

PHRASAL VERBS

> Roll out
To make a new product, service, 
or system available for the fi rst time.
[The company plans to roll out the scheme
across Europe in the coming months.]

> Stand out
To be much better than other similar 
things or people.
[The applicant we hired was so well 
qualified, she stood out from all the rest.]

> Reach out
To try to communicate with a person or 
a group of people, usually in order to 
help or involve them.
[To bring about this partnership, the Union 
should deliver  in terms of implementation 
and reach out to every European.] 

> Think through
To consider carefully and thoroughly.
[The marketing team did not think it throu-
gh carefully before giving the product such 
a silly name.]

IDIOMATIC EXPRESSIONS

> Bring something to the table
To provide a useful or helpful addition. 
[We need each of the employees to bring 
something to the table during next week’s 
meeting: everyone needs to have a marke-
ting plan for the next year and three sug-
gested changes to our business model.]

>  Fish where the fi sh are
Use resources, such as time, where the 
highest results will be. 
[We have to fish where the fish are. I don’t 
think this marketing campaign is useful be-
cause it targets people outside of our age 
demographic.]

> Put (something) on the map
To make a product famous.
[This new marketing campaign will help 
put our product on the map.]

> In the Pipeline
Being prepared for the marketplace, 
being worked on.
[Their product line up recently has been 
a little stale, but new models are in the 
pipeline.]

SELLING

PHRASAL VERBS

> Zero in on
To focus closely on.
[We can zero in on the candidates for this po-
sition during the interviews. Right now we can 
only see how talented they are on paper.]

> Sold on (Something)
Convinced of something.
[We know many stores are introducing cell 
phone payment systems, but we’re not sold 
on the idea yet.]

> Shop around
To compare prices for or quality of an 
item from di� erent sources.
[Our usual supplier is expensive. Let’s shop 
around for a better price on the cases.]

> Sell up
To sell a business completely and move 
onto something or somewhere else.
[The restaurant hasn’t made much money 
for the past two years so we’re selling up 
and opening a book shop.]

IDIOMATIC EXPRESSIONS

> Word of mouth  
Something is given or done by people 
talking about something or telling people 
about something. 
[Many local stores rely on word of mouth to 
get new customers.]

> Sell (someone) a Bill of Goods
Trick someone; be deceptive. 
[I think I was sold a bill of goods. They promi-
sed me an office with a window, but all I got 
was a little cubicle.]

> Price yourself out of the market
Try to sell goods or services at such a high 
price that nobody buys them.
[At £150,000 for a season, he really is pri-
cing himself out of the market.]

> Out the Door
With everything included (said of a price).
[That car will cost you $8,600 out the door.]



SCHEDULING

PHRASAL VERBS

> Call o� 
To cancel.
[They called off the party after half of tho-
se invited couldn’t make it.]

> Put o� 
To decide or arrange to delay an event 
or activity until a later time or date. 
[The meeting has been put off for a week.]

> Bring forward
To change the date or time of an event 
so that it happens earlier than planned.
[The elections were brought forward by
 three months.]

> Pencil in
To arrange for something to happen 
or for someone to do something on a 
particular date or occasion, knowing 
that the arrangement might be changed 
later.
[We’ll pencil in the dates for the next two 
meetings and confirm them later.]

IDIOMATIC EXPRESSIONS

> Get your wires crossed
If people get their wires cross, they 
misunderstand each other, especially 
when making arrangements.
[Somehow we got our wires crossed 
because I’d written the 23rd in my diary 
and Jen had the 16th.]

> Crunch time 
When there is not very much time left to 
get something done.
[It’s crunch time! The financial analysis for 
the project is due tomorrow.]

> Down to the wire
To complete work just before 
something is due.
[In order to finish the model on time, we 
will need to work down to the wire. We will 
all work late tonight. The project is due to-
morrow morning at 9:00 a.m. ]

> Working against the clock
To try to do something in a short 
amount of time. 
[In order to fill these orders by December 
1st, we will be working against the clock to 
get it done.]

NEGOTIATING

PHRASAL VERBS

> Back out (of something)
To decide not to do something that you 
had said you would do.
[You agreed to come. You can’t back out 
now!  They backed out of the deal the day 
before they were due to sign the contract.]

> Give in (to something)
To fi nally agree to what someone wants, 
after refusing for a period of time.
[Keep asking and eventually she’ll give in. 
After a heated debate, the employers gave 
in to the union’s demands.]

> Rip o�  something/someone
To cheat someone by charging too 
much money, or to steal something.
[We got ripped off buying our new car. 
Some accuse the company of ripping 
off the programming language from its 
competitor.]

> Talk into
Talk a person into doing something they 
do not want to do.
[He has talked himself into a position 
where he will have no option but to go.]

IDIOMATIC EXPRESSIONS

> Take the bull by the horns
To deal with a di�  cult situation in a very 
direct or confi dent way.
[She decided to take the bull by the horns 
and try to solve the problem without any 
further delay.]

> Rock the boat
If you rock the boat, you do or say 
something that will upset people or 
cause problems. 
[Don’t rock the boat until the negotiations 
are finished.]

> Skating on thin ice
To be doing something that is 
dangerous or involves risks.
[I have no doubt your leadership will have 
us all skating on very thin ice.]

> Have an ace up your sleeve
Have something in reserve with which 
you can gain an advantage.
[I’m well prepared for the negotiations. I’ve 
got an ace up my sleeve.]



MAKING DECISIONS 

PHRASAL VERBS

> Look into
To examine the facts about a problem or 
situation:
[We’re looking into the possibility of mer-
ging the two departments.]

> Weigh up
To think carefully about the advantages 
or disadvantages of a situation before 
making a decision
[Regulators are weighing up whether to 
allow the merger to go ahead.]

> Sleep on
Delay making a decision on it until the 
following day, so you have time to think 
about it
[Let me sleep on it and give you an answer 
tomorrow.]

> Stick to (something)
To do something that you promised or 
decided you would do
[I still believe in our plan, so we should stick 
to it.]

IDIOMATIC EXPRESSIONS

> Between a rock and a hard place 
A dilemma; two possibilities that are 
not good
[I was between a rock and a hard place, for 
if I didn’t take out another loan—and go 
deeper into debt—I could not pay off the 
debts I already owed.]

> You can’t have your cake and eat  
it too 
You can’t have it both ways; you can’t 
have the best of both worlds
[We cannot have our cake and eat it: we 
cannot make cuts and, at the same time, 
invest in infrastructure. ]

> Fish or Cut Bait
Make a decision or give someone else a 
chance.
[You’ve kept us waiting for weeks on the de-
cision. It’s time to fish or cut bait].

> (Give Someone) Carte Blanche
Allow someone complete freedom; 
entrust a decision to someone
[I’ll give you carte blanche to hire whoever 
you think is best. Your choice.]

FINANCE

PHRASAL VERBS

> Run out of
If a supply of something runs out, all of it 
has been used or it is completely fi nished
[The order for more forms should be pla-
ced before we run out.]

> Cut back (on something)
To reduce the use, amount, or cost of 
something. 
[You simply must cut back on office 
expenses.]

> Pay (something) back
To repay an amount of money that one 
borrowed. 
[If you fail to pay your loan back in the mi-
nimum monthly installments, the bank will 
start charging exorbitant fees!]

> Bail out
To help someone or an organisation who 
is having fi nancial problems
[One of the characteristics of the finan-
cial crisis is the fact that governments and 
taxpayers were forced to bail the large 
banks out of the enormous debts they had 
amassed.]

IDIOMATIC EXPRESSIONS

> Go broke
To completely run out of money and 
other assets. 
[This company is going to go broke if you 
don’t stop making bad investments.]

> It’s a rip-o�  
Act of exploitation; a product or service 
that is overpriced or of poor quality 
[I bought the new protection plan which 
turned out to be a rip-off.]

> Run up debts
Let the debt increase
[Cheap credit through credit cards is a dan-
gerous way of running up debts. It also gi-
ves you a false sense of security.]

> Feel the pinch
Be or feel constrained by recent fi nancial 
hardship
[We’ve been feeling the pinch since my wi-
fe’s restaurant closeddown. I’ve had to take 
on a second job just to make ends meet.]



EXPLAINING

PHRASAL VERBS

> Fill someone in
To inform one of something.  
[The weekly newsletter is intended to fill in 
everyone about company policy, but no-
one reads it]. 

> Break down
To separate, or to separate something, 
into smaller parts
[Can you break down our expenses by 
month and by region?]

> Go over
Consider, examine, or check (something)
[I want to go over these plans with you 
again.]

> Point out
To tell someone about something, often 
because you think that they do not know 
it or have forgotten it
[ I’d like to point out that the stock rose as 
high as $16 in April.]

IDIOMATIC EXPRESSIONS

> In a nutshell
In summary; concisely. 
[In a nutshell, the servers are crashing be-
cause of an issue with our power supply.]

> To hit the nail on the head
Find exactly the right answer.
[In my opinion, Mr Jones hit the nail on the 
head at the beginning of this debate.] 

> To get the ball rolling
Set an activity in motion; make a start.
[These are all good suggestions to get the 
ball rolling, but they are no substitute for an 
overall solution.] 

> Cut a long story short
Get to the point. It is used to end an 
account of events quickly by not telling 
all the details.
[To cut a long story short, the sources of 
the conflict are cultural differences.]

TELEPHONING

PHRASAL VERBS

> Put somebody through
To connect a person using a phone to the 
person they want to speak to.
[Could you put me through to customer 
services, please?]

> Hang up
To disconnect a phone call.
[The phone rang and she answered it, hol-
ding a short conversation in Spanish befo-
re hanging up.]

> Call (someone) back
To return someone’s phone call.  
[Hi Dr. Ryan, I’m just calling back about the 
message you leftme this morning.]

> Be/Get cut o� 
To stop people from continuing a phone 
conversation by breaking the phone 
connection
[We got cut off before she could give me 
directions.]

IDIOMATIC EXPRESSIONS

> Playing phone tag 
To engage in a series of telephone calls 
with another person in which each time 
one party calls, the other is not available 
to answer. 
[Hi Mary, just leaving you another messa-
ge. We’ve been playing a bit of phone tag 
today, huh? Just give me a call back whene-
ver you get this, thanks]!

> Gimme a buzz
Phone me
[Nice talking to you. Gimme a ring someti-
me. Gimme a buzz when you’re in town.]

> A wake-up call
An event that triggers a sense of urgency 
or the motivation to make a change.
[That terrible car accident was just the 
wake-up call I needed to quit my boring 
office job and start acting again.]

> Ringing o�  the hook.
(Of a telephone) be constantly ringing 
due to a large number of incoming calls.
[Once the word was out that we had tickets, 
the phone was ringing off the hook.]



PROJECTS

PHRASAL VERBS

> Phase out 
To remove gradually
[We are going to phase out the old payment 
system this year, so we can implement the 
new system starting next year.]

> Hold o�  on
To delay doing something deliberately.
[We need to hold off on the new adverti-
sing campaign because we haven’t recei-
ved approval from the financial depart-
ment yet.]

> Kick o� 
To begin
[The project will kick off next Friday.  Be 
prepared to work extra hours if needed.]

> Come along 
Something is developing or improving
[How is the proposal coming along?]

IDIOMATIC EXPRESSIONS 

> Up and Running
To be happening
[The project needs to be up and running by 
next June.]

> Give the green light 
To give approval
[The city council gave the green light to the 
new transportation plan.]

> On track
Making progress
[The project is moving smoothly, and 
everything is on track.]

> Worst-Case Scenario
The most unpleasant or serious thing 
that could happen in a situation
[In the worst-case scenario, the project will 
be finished by December next year.]

BRAINSTORMING

PHRASAL VERBS

> Come up with
To think of something, such as an idea 
or plan.
[We need to come up with ideas for the pro-
duct launch next week.]

> Bring up
To start discussing a subject
[ He always brings up irrelevant topics in 
our brainstorming meetings.]

> Jot down
Write something down quickly.  
[Could you repeat what you just said?  I 
didn’t have time to jot it down.]

> Weigh up
To think carefully about the advantages 
or disadvantages of a situation 
[Let’s weigh up both options before presen-
ting this to the boss.]

IDIOMATIC EXPRESSIONS 

> Be on the tip of your tongue
When you want to say something, but 
you can’t remember it at the time of 
speaking.
[What was the name of that app that we 
used to collect data.  It’s at the tip of my 
tongue.  I think it starts with a “t”.]

> O�  the top of one’s head
To say something without previous 
thought, using the knowledge you have in 
your memory.
[A. “Who are the five members of the 
board?”  B. “Off the top of my head, I can 
only think of three of them.”]

> Think outside the box 
To think of creative, unconventional 
solutions instead of common ones. 
[Our current approach will get us nowhere. 
We have to think outside the box.]

> Shoot something down 
To reject something (e.g. an idea or a 
proposal)
[Don’t shoot down your co-workers’ ideas 
in meetings.  Everybody deserves the chan-
ce to give their opinion.]



PROBLEM SOLVING

PHRASAL VERBS

> Figure Out
To understand or solve something.
[We need to figure out who we should hire 
as the new financial director.]

> Sort Out
To do what is necessary to deal with 
a problem, disagreement, or di�  cult 
situation successfully
[He sorted out the payment mishap suc-
cessfully and all of the clients received the 
payment on time.]

> Deal with
Take action to do something, especially 
to solve a problem
[Before we start working on phase 2, we 
need to deal with a few problems that are 
pending from phase 1.]

> Come up
To be mentioned or talked about in 
conversation.
[What points came up in the meeting?]

IDIOMATIC EXPRESSIONS 

> Back to square one 
To start something over again because a 
previous attempt failed 
[To make this software finally work, we ha-
ve to go back to square one.]

> On the same page 
To be in agreement about something
[ Let’s go over the contract details on-
ce more to make sure we’re on the same 
page].

> See eye to eye 
To agree with somebody 
[My boss doesn’t see eye to eye with me 
about our marketing campaign.]

> Can’t quite get my fi ngers on it 
It’s di�  cult to understand 
[Even though the benefit package was ex-
plained to the new employee, he couldn’t 
quite get his fingers on it.]

EMAILING

PHRASAL VERBS

Look forward to
To anticipate something 
[I look forward to hearing from you soon.]

Get together
To meet
[Could we get together next Friday to talk 
about what actions should be taken?]

Follow up
To monitor progress on something
[I’m writing this email to follow up on the 
meeting we had last Wednesday.]  

Keep up 
To continue doing something
[He was very happy with our performance.  
He told us to keep up the good work.]

IDIOMATIC EXPRESSIONS

Touch base 
To make contact with someone. 
[I will touch base with you later today.]

Keep someone in the loop
To keep people up to date on important 
decisions in a group
[Please keep me in the loop if anything 
changes.]

Drop (someone) an email
A colloquial way to say, “send an email”.  
[If you have any other questions, feel free to 
drop me an email.] 

Out of the blue
Completely unexpected.
[Sorry to write out of the blue, but I had a 
question about the new company mission 
statement.].  



AIRPORT

PHRASAL VERBS

> Take o� 
When an airplane leaves the ground and 
begins to fl y.  
[The plane took off at 4:00 pm.]

> Set out
To begin a long journey.
[We are going to set out for our trip to India 
next Friday.]   

> Go o� 
When a warning device (e.g. alarm) makes 
a loud noise. 
[Don’t carry metal objects through the me-
tal detector because the alarm will go off.]  

> Stop over
Stay somewhere for a short time during a 
long journey 
[We will stop over in Singapore for 6 hours 
to refuel on our way to Sydney.]  

IDIOMATIC EXPRESSIONS

> Get itchy feet 
To start to desire to travel or do 
something di� erent.   
[After living in her hometown for 30 years, 
she started to get itchy feet.] 

> Check your bags
To give your luggage to airport sta�  to 
keep in the cargo compartment of the 
airplane during the fl ight.   
[Since it is a trans-Atlantic flight, you are 
allowed to check one bag for free.] 

> Jetsetter
A person who regularly fl ies from one 
place to another.
[She is a jetsetter.  She spends more time 
working from the plane than in the office.] 

> Fly by
When time passes very quickly.
[We were on vacation for two weeks and 
the time flew by.]  

HOTEL

PHRASAL VERBS

> Check in
Arrive and register at a hotel or airport.
[After you check in, we’ll show you to your 
room.] 

> Check out
To leave a hotel after paying and 
returning your room key.  
[You have to check out before 12:00.]  

> Send for
To send someone a message asking them 
to come to see you.  
[The receptionist sent for a bellhop to help 
us with our bags.]  

> Pack up
Put your possessions or the things you 
have been using in a case or bag, because 
you are leaving. 
[We should pack up tonight so we can sleep 
an extra hour tomorrow.]  

IDIOMATIC EXPRESSIONS

> Full up
No space left for any more people or 
things. 
[All the hotels are full up in Frankfurt next 
weekend.  We’ll have to look for a hotel out-
side of the city.]  

> Wake-up call
1)  A phone call that you arrange to be
made, for example in a hotel, to wake you 
up at a certain time.
[Could you give me a wake-up call at 6:00 
am, please?]
2) If something that happens is a wake-
up call, it should make you realize that 
you need to take action to change a 
situation. 
[The stock market plunge served as a 
wake-up call to investors.]  

> With open arms
With great aff ection or enthusiasm.  
[She welcomed the guests with open arms.]

> Go out of somebody’s way
To do everything possible so that someone 
has a pleasant stay.  
[The hotel staff went out of its way to make 
sure our stay was memorable.]  



AROUND THE HOUSE

PHRASAL VERBS

> Put away
To put things in their proper place.
[You need to put away all of the dishes after 
washing and drying them.]

> Throw away
To discard.
[Throw away the organic trash in this bin 
and recycle plastics in that bin.]

> Turn on 
Give power to start (lights, tv, radio, etc.)
[It’s too dark in here to read.  Please turn 
on the lights.V 

> Turn o�  
Cause the power to stop (lights, tv, radio, 
etc.)
[Turn off all electronic devices during lan-
ding and take-off.]  

IDIOMATIC EXPRESSIONS

> Eat someone out of house and  
 home

Eat a lot of food.
[We have to buy more food because our 
friends ate us out of house and home last 
weekend.]

> Make yourself at home
To make yourself comfortable.
[Please, make yourself at home.  Can I get 
you a drink?]

> Couch potato
A person who spends a lot of time sitting 
down and watching TV.
[Don’t be such a couch potato.  Get up and 
do some exercise.]  

> Sweep under the rug 
To hide something damaging or 
unpleasant and try to keep it secret.
[The politicians are trying to sweep the co-
rruption scandal under the rug.]

SHOPPING

PHRASAL VERBS

> Pick out
To choose; select.
[There are ten different colors of this 
t-shirt.  Pick out the one that you like the 
most.]

> Take back
To return something to the place you 
bought it. 
[I don’t like how the shirt fits.  I’m going to 
take it back to the shop.]

> Sell out
To sell all of the supply that you have of 
something.
[The concert tickets sold out in the first 
three minutes.]   

> Try on
To put on a piece of clothing to discover if 
it fi ts you or if you like it.
[She tried on twenty different wedding 
dresses yesterday, but she didn’t like any 
of them.] 

IDIOMATIC EXPRESSIONS

> Shop till you drop
To shop a lot in a day until you are so 
tired you feel you want “to drop” – to 
sit/lie down.
[Yesterday we shopped till we dropped.  We 
started at 10:00 am and finished at 10:00 
pm.]  

> That’s a rip-o� 
A rip-o�  is something that is very 
expensive, and you think the price 
doesn’t correspond to the quality.
[Paying €50 for a t-shirt is a rip-off.]  

> Slash prices
To cut/reduce/decrease prices (the 
cost of something)
[Stores often slash their prices to get rid 
of old products or things that are no lon-
ger popular.]

> Cost an arm and a leg
To be very expensive.  
[The engagement ring cost him an arm 
and a leg].  



TRANSPORTATION

PHRASAL VERBS

> Pick up
To collect someone who is waiting for 
you, or to collect something that you 
have left somewhere.
[Can you pick me up at the airport on Friday 
afternoon?  I’ll arrive around 4:00 pm.]  

> Drop o� 
To take someone or something, 
especially by car, to a particular place.
[They dropped us off at the train station an 
hour before the departure time.]   

> See (somebody) o� 
To say goodbye at the airport or station.  
[ My friends saw me off at the airport].  

> Slow down
Reduce the speed.   
[The taxi driver was driving too fast and I 
told him to slow down].

IDIOMATIC EXPRESSIONS

> Give somebody a lift
To give somebody a ride to a place.   
[ My car broke down yesterday.  Can you 
give me a lift to work tomorrow?]

> Hit the road
To begin a journey.   
[ If we want to arrive in Paris by the eve-
ning we have to hit the road by 8:00 am at 
the latest.]  

> On track
If something is on track it’s making 
progress and is likely to achieve 
something. 
[It looks as though the crisis is over. We’re 
back on track.]

> In the same boat
To be in the same situation (usually 
di�  cult) as other people.
[I know this is difficult work, but we are all 
in the same boat here, so we’ll have to do 
this together.]

IN THE RESTAURANT

PHRASAL VERBS

> Eat out
To dine at a restaurant rather than at 
home. 
[Let’s eat out tonight. I don’t feel like 
cooking.]

> Top up 
Put more drink into someone’s glass 
or cup.
[Excuse me bartender. Could you top up 
my drink?]   

> Heat up
Make something hot.    
[Excuse me, but my soup is cold. Could you 
have it heated up, please?]  

> Pig out
To eat a lot of food at one time.  
[I haven’t eaten all day. I’m going to pig out 
at dinner.]

IDIOMATIC EXPRESSIONS

> A lot on your plate
To have something, usually a large 
amount of important work, to deal with.
[ I won’t be able to help you with the pre-
sentation because I have a lot on my plate 
at the moment.]  

> To have one’s cake and eat it
To have or do two good things at the 
same time that are impossible to have or 
do at the same time. 
[You can’t have your cake and eat it too - if 
you want more local services, you can’t ex-
pect to pay less tax.]

> Bite of more than you can chew
To take on more than you are capable of 
doing. 
[He bought the old coffee shop, but soon 
realized he had bitten off more than he 
could chew.]

> Cup of tea
Used to describe something one enjoys 
or does well.
[I really enjoyed the film, it was just my cup 
of tea.]



HAVING FUN

PHRASAL VERBS

> Take up
To become interested in a new activity 
and to spend time doing it.
[You should take up a new hobby in your 
free time. It will distract you from your 
stress at work.]

> Go out
Leave home to go somewhere. 
[Do you usually go out on weekends?]   

> Hang out
To spend a lot of time in a place or with 
someone.    
[She’s going to hang out with her friends 
this weekend.]  

> Stay in
To remain in your home for a period of 
time. 
[I’m not feeling well, so I’m going to stay in 
tonight.]

IDIOMATIC EXPRESSIONS

> Paint the town 
To enjoy yourself by going to places such 
as bars and clubs. 
[I feel like celebrating my promotion. Let’s 
go out and paint the town.]

> Catch some rays
To enjoy the sunshine. 
[It’s finally summer.  Let’s go out and catch 
some rays this afternoon.]

> Let one’s hair down
To relax. 
[ It’s a long weekend.  You should let your 
hair down and have fun with your friends.]  

> Pull someone’s leg
Tease someone by telling them 
something that is not true. To make a 
joke.   
[Of course I’m not going to buy a sports car.  
I was just pulling your leg!]

HEALTH

PHRASAL VERBS

Come down with
To start to get sick.
[I think I am coming down with a cold.  I 
won’t be able to go to work today.]  

> Get over
To recover from a sickness.
[I am finally getting over my cold after three 
days in bed.]  

> Cut out
Stop eating or drinking something, 
usually to improve your health.
[ The doctor recommended him to cut out 
all sugar from his diet.]  

> Work out
To do physical exercise.
[If you want to lose weight, you need to 
work out more and eat less.]  

IDIOMATIC EXPRESSIONS

> Back on one’s feet
Physically healthy again.
[My grandmother is back on her feet again 
after recovering from the operation.]

> In good shape
In good physical condition.
[He is in good shape because he exercises 
every morning and eats very healthy food. ] 

> Out of shape
Not in good physical condition.
[I haven’t been to the gym in 6 months and 
I’m out of shape.]  

> Under the weather
Not feeling well.
[My daughter is a bit under the weather this 
morning and I’ve asked my father to stay at 
home with her.]   




