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86 Animal Idioms 

 

 Animal Idioms Meanings 

1 A copycat (informal) A person who copies another's 
behaviour, dress, or ideas. 
 

 Example: Be original and do not be a copycat. 
 

2 A guinea pig If someone is used as a guinea pig, 
new ideas, methods, or medical 
treatments are tested on them. 

 Example: Many volunteers are willing to be guinea pigs for vaccines 
trials.  
 

3 A little bird told me Used to indicate that the speaker 
knows something but chooses to 
keep the identity of their informant 
secret. 

 Example: A little bird told me you are in love.  
 

4 A lone wolf Someone who does not seek or like 
the company of others. 

 Example: Throughout his school days, he had the reputation of being a 
lone wolf.  
 

5 A snake in the grass A person who pretends to be your 
friend while secretly trying to do 
things to harm you. 

 Example: It broke my heart to realise my closest friend was actually a 
snake in the grass.  
 

6 Ants in your pants Be extremely restless, uneasy, 
impatient, or anxious. 
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 Example: The students kept fidgeting in class, as if they had ants in their 
pants.   
 

7 As blind as a bat (informal) Unable to see well/unable to 
recognise problems.  
 

 Example: Mike is so in love that he is as blind as a bat and is unable to 
tell he is in fact in a toxic relationship.  
 

8 As busy as a bee Very busy and active. 

 Example: Sue is always as busy as a bee, every day after school, she has a 
lot of activities lined up for her.  
 

9 As gentle as a lamb Very kind and calm. 

 Example: Joe was as gentle as a lamb so it was absolutely unbelievable 
that he was charged for assaulting someone in the street.  
 

10 As happy as a lark Carefree, happy. 

 Example: She is as happy as a lark even though she is not rich. 
  

11 As poor as a church mouse Extremely poor. 

 Example: He hoped to strike the lottery as he was as poor as a church 
mouse. 
  

12 As sly as a fox Crafty or dishonest person. 

 Example: He is as sly as a fox, skimming cash from the company. 
 

13 A scaredy-cat (informal) A timid person. 
 Example: I am a scaredy-cat so please do not dare me to bungee 

jumping.  
 

14 A sitting duck (informal) Easy target. 
 Example: Entering warfare without enough arms and ammunition turned 

the soldiers into sitting ducks.  
 

15 All bark and no bite Mere talk with no action. 
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 Example: He repeatedly said he was going to report me to the discipline 
master but it was just all bark and no bite as he knew he was the one at 
fault.  
 

16 Beat a dead horse A particular effort is a waste of time 
as there will be no outcome. 

 Example: Convincing him to change his mind is like beating a dead horse 
as he is so stubborn. 
 

17 Bird’s eye view A generally view from above. 

 Example: From the top of the tower, I get a bird’s eye view of the whole 
city.  
 

18 Big fish in a little/small pond A person who is important in a limited 
arena; someone overqualified for a 
position or in relation to colleagues.  

 Example: He used to be a big fish in a small pond, but once he moved to 
New York City, he was just a struggling musician.  
 

19 Black sheep A disfavored or disreputable member 
of a group. 

 Example: He was the black sheep of the family as he was often in and out 
of jail for petty theft.    
 

20 Birds of a feather, flock together People of similar character, 
background, or taste tend to gather 
together or associate with one 
another. 

 Example: John and Joe get along really well as birds of a feather, flock 
together.  
 

21 Bug someone Bother someone. 
 Example: I wish she would stop bugging me.  

 
22 Bull in a china shop A person who breaks things or who 

often makes mistakes or causes 
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damage in situations that require 
careful thinking or behaviour. 

 Example: He often does not think about consequences and act like a bull 
in a china shop.  
 

23 Busy bee One who is very busy and active. 
 Example: He is a busy bee, working day and night.  

 
24 Birds and the bees Sex education. 

 Examples: It is important for parents to explain the birds and bees to 
their teenagers.   
 

25 Cash cow (informal) A business or person who generates a 
steady return of profits/income. 

 Example: Joseph did not like being his girlfriend’s cash cow so he broke up 
with her.  
 

26 Cat fight (informal) A fight between women. 
 Example: There was a cat fight in the supermarket over some toilet rolls.  

 
27 Cat-nap A short sleep during the day. 

 Example: I needed my cat-nap so badly as I did not have a good sleep the 
night before.  
 

28 Cat’s paw A person who is used by another 
person to carry out an unpleasant or 
dangerous task. 

 Example: Many poor people do not mind being a cat’s paw for the rich 
corrupted businessmen, even to the extent of risking their lives.  
 

29 Cat-and-Mouse A series of cunning manoeuvres 
designed to thwart an opponent. 

 Example: The detectives played a game of cat-and mouse to trap the 
criminal.  
 

30 Cat on a hot tin roof Someone who is anxious and worried. 
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 Example: I was like a cat on a hot tin roof during the audition.  
 

31 Chicken out (slang) To refrain from doing something 
because of fear or cowardice. 

 Example: Please do not tell me you are going to chicken out when 
everything has been confirmed.  
 

32 Clam up Became quiet suddenly. 
 Example: He clammed up the moment we talked about his family.  

 
33 Cock and bull story An unbelievable tale that is intended 

to deceive. 
 Example: No one will believe his cock and bull story.  

 
34 Cool cat Someone who is fashionable, hip, 

cool and chill and well-liked by 
people.  

 Example: Jones is not just a talented guitarist, but he is also a cool cat in 
his school.   
 

35 Curiosity kills the cat Being inquisitive about other people's 
affairs may get you into trouble. 
 

 Example: It is better to mind your own business as sometimes curiosity 
kills the cat. 
 

36 Dark horse A candidate or competitor about 
whom little is known but who 
unexpectedly wins or succeeds. 

 Example: Sometimes it is hard to predict who will be the winner as there 
is always a dark horse in any competition.  
 

37 Drink like a fish To drink too much alcohol at one 
time.  

 Example: He always drinks like a fish when he is moody.  
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38 Dog-eat-dog A situation of fierce competition in 
which people are willing to harm each 
other in order to succeed. 

 Example: The business industry is like dog-eat-dog. 
 

39 Donkey work The boring or laborious part of a job. 
 Example: There is no perfect job in the world as there is always donkey 

work that one must complete.  
 

40 Fat cat A wealthy and powerful person, 
especially a business person or 
politician. 

 Example: The fat cat was not affected during the economic crisis.  
 

41 Fly on the wall An unnoticed observer of a situation. 

 Example: It is important for the marketing team to get that fly on a wall 
perspective.   
 

42 Fish for compliments To attempt to elicit praise from 
someone, typically by saying negative 
things about oneself.  

 Example: She was always fishing for compliments by telling everybody 
how badly she did for her tests when she scored distinctions for 
everything.  
 

43 Fish out of water A person away from his or her usual 
environment or activities 

 Example: He felt like a fish out of water when he retired from his job as a 
teacher after working for more than thirty years.  
 

44  The lion’s share The largest part of something. 
 Example: She always gave herself the lion’s share of the profit which the 

team made from investments.  
 

45 Have butterflies in your stomach Feel very nervous about something 
that you are going to do. 
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 Example: I always have butterflies in my stomach whenever I need to 
make a speech.  
 

46 Have a whale of time Having a good time. 
 Example: The kids are having a whale of time at the water playground.  

 
47 Hold your horse (old-fashioned, 

informal) 
Slow down when going too fast, or to 
wait a moment, or to be more careful, 
or to be patient before acting. 

 Example: Please hold your horse till we receive the official information 
regarding the competition.   
 

48 Holy cow! An exclamation of surprise used 
mostly in Australia, Canada, England 
and United States. 

 Example: Holy cow! I can’t believe you did that! 
 

49 Horse mouth You heard the information from 
someone who has personal 
knowledge on the spoken matter. 

 Example: I am not going to listen to rumours as I prefer to hear it from 
the horse mouth.  
 

50  lion’s den A dangerous or threatening place or 
situation. 

 Example: The reporter knew he was going to be surrounded by a large 
crowd of angry protestors, but he entered the lion’s den nevertheless.  
 

51 Let the cat out of the bag Means accidentally revealing 
information that you were not 
supposed to reveal. 

 Example: John was upset with his friend for letting the cat out of the bag 
as everyone was teasing him about his fear for creepies crawlies.  
 

52 Let sleeping dogs lie To ignore a problem because trying to 
deal with it could cause an even more 
difficult situation. 
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 Example: I wanted to bring up my concerns about the abuse of power in 
the department but I figured it would be better to let sleeping dogs lie as 
being a small fry in the company, my voices would never be heard.   
 

53 Leopard can’t change its spots A person cannot change who they are 
(their character), no matter how hard 
they try. 

 Example: Ann decided to end the toxic relationship as she knew leopard 
can’t change its spots.  
 

54 Loan shark  A moneylender who charges 
extremely high rates of interest, 
typically under illegal conditions. 

 Example: Jason ran up massive debts borrowing from loan sharks. 
 

55 Kill two birds with one stone To achieve two things by doing 
a single action. 

 Example: Cycling to school is killing two birds with one stone.  
 

56 Mad as a hornet 
 

Very angry. 

 Example: He was as mad as a hornet when his bag was stolen during his 
holiday.  
 

57 Make a beeline Go straight to. 
 Example: The students made a beeline for candy floss at the school 

carnival.  
 

58 Monkey see, monkey do Describing someone who imitates 
another person's actions, good or 
bad, simply by having watched them 
before. 

 Example: It is important for parents of young children to screen television 
programs and the videos they watch on YouTube as monkey see, monkey 
do.   
 

59 Nest egg a sum of money saved for the future. 
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 Example: Some people lost their nest eggs to scammers.  
 

60 Night owl A person who is habitually active or 
wakeful at night. 

 Example: It is not wise to be a night owl as staying up late will result in 
many health problems.  
 

61 Pig out (infomal) a bout of eating a large amount of 
food. 

 Example: When she is moody, she pigs out on chocolates.  
 

62 Pigs might fly It describes an impossibility. 
 Example: Pigs might fly when he quits drinking.  

 
63 Play piggy in the middle 

(informal) 
Someone who is brought into an 
argument between two people or 
groups. 

 Example: I find myself playing piggy in the middle very often and I dread 
it.  
 

64 Raining cats and dogs Raining heavily. 

 Example: It was raining cats and dogs yesterday when I was walking 
home from school.   
 

65 Rat race A way of life in modern society, in 
which people compete with each 
other for power and money. 

 Example: He decided to get out of the rat race and left his country to seek 
solace in a monastery.  
 

66 Scapegoat A person who is blamed for the faults 
of others. 

 Example: She made me a scapegoat for her wrongdoings.  
 

67 Shed crocodile’s tears To pretend to be sad or to sympathise 
with someone without really caring 
about them. 
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 Example: Please do not shed crocodile’s tears during this pandemic as 
people need genuine empathy.  
 

68 Stir a hornet’s nest Make trouble, cause a commotion. 
 Example: The politician’s insensitive comments stirred up a hornet’s nest. 

 
69 Smell a rat To describe someone who is 

suspicious of something/someone. 
 Example: The teacher smelled a rat when the student kept peering into 

his pencil case during the test.   
 

70 Snail’s pace At an extremely slow rate. 
 Example: The economy is growing at a snail’s pace after the pandemic.  

 
71 Something to crow about Something to be proud about. 

 Example: Winning an international competition is really something to 
crow about.  
 

72 Take the bull by its horns To deal with a difficult situation in a 
very direct way. 

 Example: I took the bull by its horns and confronted the bully. 
 

73 That’s the nature of the beast Something that is an essential part 
of the character of the person or 
thing that you are talking about and 
can’t be avoided.  

 Example: Distribution of assets is the nature of the beast for all couples 
who are going through divorce.  
 

74 The cat’s meow An expression referring to something 
that is considered outstanding. 

 Example: Pop art was the cat’s meow way back in the 1950s. 
 

75 To have a bigger fish to fry A much more pressing issue to attend 
to. 
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 Example: I do not have the time to reason with you over this trivial matter 
as I have a bigger fish to fry.  
 

76 The world is your oyster You are in a position to take the 
opportunities that life has to offer. 

 Example: Do not be afraid to pursue your dream as the world is your 
oyster.  
 

77 The elephant in the room A major problem or controversial 
issue which is obviously present 
but is avoided as a subject for 
discussion. 

 Example: The President’s fat salary has been the elephant in the room 
for years.  
 

78 Until the cows come home 
(informal) 

Very long time. 

 Example: I have given hope in the marriage as waiting for him to return 
home is like waiting until the cows come home.  
 

79 Watch something like a hawk Observe very closely. 
 Example: The invigilator watched the students like a hawk throughout 

the examination. 
 

80 Weasel out of something  To avoid doing (something) by being 
dishonest/by persuading someone in 
a clever way. 

 Example: The witty sales person managed to weasel a deal out of me.  
 

81 When pigs fly (informal)  Used to say that one thinks that 
something will never happen. 

 Example: I think she will only return you the money when pigs fly.  
 

82 Wouldn’t hurt a fly (informal) To describe someone who is gentle 
and would not do anything to injure 
or offend anyone. 
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 Example: I can’t believe he is a murderer as he wouldn’t hurt a fly.  
 

83 Wolf in sheep’s clothing A person or thing that appears 
friendly or harmless but is really 
hostile. 

 Example: It hurt to find out that a friend whom I trusted was just a wolf 
in sheep’s clothing.  
 

84 Wild goose chase A foolish and hopeless search for or 
pursuit of something unattainable. 

 Example: His movie-star dream was just a wild goose chase. 
 

85 You can’t teach an old dog new 
tricks 

Difficult to teach people who have 
long been used to doing things in a 
particular way as they will not 
abandon their habits. 

 Example: After many failed attempts to change her friend’s alcohol 
addiction, she gave up as it was akin to teaching an old dog new tricks.  
 

86 Quit cold turkey To abruptly stop doing something 
that is considered bad for them. 

 Example: Joe had been drinking for years but had decided to quit cold 
turkey for his wife.  
 

 


