
 

 
The Best Online Education System in the World 

 

 

 
  
 

American Expression E0856 Wait with bated breath 

 

IOTS Publishing Team 
International Online Teachers Society 
 Since 2011 

 

The phrase "wait with bated breath" is an idiom often used to describe a state of eager anticipation or excitement while awai ting an 
important event or outcome. When someone is waiting with bated breath, they are holding their breath figuratively, which symbolizes 
the intensity of their emotions and the high level of suspense they are experiencing.  

 

The word "bated" in this context is a contraction of "abated," which means to hold back or restrain. Therefore, to wait with bated 
breath suggests that a person is restraining their breath, often without even realizing it, due to the intensity of their fee lings. The 
expression has its roots in Shakespeare's play "The Merchant of Venice," where it appears in the line, "With bated breath and whisp'ring 
humbleness." Over time, it has become a widely used idiom in the English language.  

 

The phrase is often associated with situations that evoke strong emotions, such as waiting for exam results, the outcome of a job 
interview, the birth of a child, or the announcement of a significant event. It conveys the heightened sense of excitement, n ervousness, 
and expectation that accompanies such moments. 

 

When people are waiting with bated breath, they are fully engaged in the present moment, eagerly anticipating what is to come. Their 
minds may be racing with possibilities, and they may feel a mix of hope, anxiety, and impatience. It is a state of heightened  awareness 
where time seems to pass slowly, and every second feels like an eternity. 

 

In literature and storytelling, authors often use the phrase to create suspense and tension. By describing characters who are  waiting 
with bated breath, writers draw readers into the emotional journey of the narrative, making them feel connected to the characters' 
experiences and emotions. 

 

The expression "wait with bated breath" can also be used metaphorically in various contexts. For instance, it can describe th e 
anticipation surrounding the release of a highly anticipated book, movie, or product launch, where people are eagerly waiting for its 
debut. 

 

Moreover, the phrase highlights the universal human experience of eagerly awaiting significant moments in life. It reminds us  of the 
richness and depth of human emotions and how certain events can profoundly impact our lives, shaping our memories and experie nces. 

 

In conclusion, "wait with bated breath" is a captivating idiom that vividly captures the intense emotions and eager anticip ation people 
experience while awaiting significant events or outcomes. It conveys a sense of excitement, nervousness, and impatience, maki ng it a 
powerful expression to describe moments of suspense and heightened emotions. Whether in literature, everyday c onversations, or 
personal experiences, the phrase serves as a reminder of the profundity of human emotions and the significance of certain mom ents in 
shaping our lives. 

 
Questions for Discussion 
 

1. Have you ever experienced a situation where you were waiting with bated breath for an important event or outcome? How did you cope 
with the intense emotions and anticipation during that time? 

2. In literature or movies, can you recall a memorable scene where characters were depicted as waiting with bated breath? How did the 
author or filmmaker use this expression to create suspense and engage the audience emotionally? 

3. What are some real-life scenarios where people commonly find themselves waiting with bated breath, and how does this emotional state 
impact decision-making and overall well-being? 

4. How do cultural differences and individual personalities influence how people react to situations where they are waiting with bated 
breath? Are there cultural norms or practices that help people manage their emotions during such times? 

5. How can the experience of waiting with bated breath be harnessed positively to foster a sense of anticipation, excitement, and 
motivation in our lives? Can it be a driving force behind achieving goals and pursuing dreams, or does it sometimes lead to unnecessary 
stress and anxiety? 


