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The expression “running on fumes” is a common English idiom used to describe a situation in which someone has very little ene rgy, 
strength, money, or motivation remaining but continues functioning despite exhaustion. The phrase originally comes from autom obiles 
operating with almost no gasoline left in their fuel tanks. When a vehicle is nearly empty, it may seem to be moving on the l ast traces of 
fuel. Similarly, people who are running on fumes continue working, studying, or fulfilling responsibilities eve n though their physical or 
emotional resources are nearly exhausted. The expression emphasizes persistence under difficult circumstances and approaching  
personal limits. 
 
In everyday conversation, running on fumes frequently describes physical exhaustion caused by insufficient sleep, excessive w ork, or 
prolonged activity. For example, someone might say, “I worked sixteen hours yesterday and slept only three hours, so I am r unning on 
fumes today.” This statement communicates more than ordinary tiredness. It suggests that the person has almost completely dep leted 
their available energy. Students preparing for examinations, healthcare professionals working extended shifts, and business executives 
managing demanding schedules may all experience situations where this expression accurately describes their condition.  
 
Beyond physical tiredness, the idiom also describes emotional and psychological exhaustion. Individuals experiencing prolonge d stress, 
family difficulties, or professional pressure may feel unable to maintain their usual enthusiasm. Someone caring for an e lderly parent 
while managing a fulltime job might explain, “I have been running on fumes for weeks.” In this context, the expression commun icates 
emotional depletion alongside continuing responsibility. It can also indicate an approaching state of burnout,  especially when 
demanding circumstances persist without adequate recovery, meaningful support, or opportunities for rest.  
 
Interestingly, running on fumes can also refer to financial difficulties. A small business struggling with declining revenue might be 
described as running on fumes when its remaining cash reserves are nearly exhausted. Likewise, a household surviving on li mited 
savings before receiving its next paycheck may use this expression. In financial contexts, the idiom suggests that operations  or daily 
activities remain possible temporarily, but available resources are dangerously low. Without additional income, fin ancial assistance, or 
reduced expenses, the situation may become unsustainable. 
 
The expression appears frequently in professional environments where determination and productivity are highly valued. Employ ees 
facing urgent deadlines sometimes continue performing despite fatigue because they feel responsible for completing important 
assignments. Managers may praise their dedication, but consistently running on fumes can undermine concentration, judgment, 
creativity, and overall performance. In occupations involving safety, including transportation and healthcare, severe fatigue  can create 
additional risks. Therefore, recognizing exhaustion and establishing reasonable boundaries are essential for maintaining sust ainable 
productivity. 
 
Several related expressions convey similar meanings, although their nuances differ. “Running out of steam” suggests gradually  losing 
enthusiasm or energy, while “burning the candle at both ends” emphasizes exhausting oneself through excessive activity and 
insufficient rest. “At the end of my rope” communicates frustration or desperation, whereas “running on empty” closely resemb les 
running on fumes. Understanding these distinctions helps English learners select expressions appropriate to different situati ons and 
communicate exhaustion naturally. 
 
In conclusion, running on fumes vividly illustrates the experience of continuing despite severely depleted resources. Althoug h 
perseverance can demonstrate commitment, recognizing personal limitations is equally important. Sustainable success requires 
balancing effort with recovery, protecting health, and replenishing essential resources before exhaustion becomes overwhelming.  
 
Questions for Discussion 
 

1. Have you ever experienced a situation where you were running on fumes, and how did you manage to keep going? 

2. What are the most common reasons people find themselves running on fumes in their personal or professional lives? 

3. How can someone recognize the warning signs of running on fumes before experiencing complete burnout? 

4. Do you think running on fumes is sometimes necessary for achieving success, or does it ultimately do more harm than good? 

5. What practical strategies can individuals and organizations adopt to prevent people from constantly running on fumes? 
 


