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BREAKING THE ICE: YOUR
COMPLETE GUIDE TO MANDARIN
GREETINGS

Imagine landing in Beijing, stepping out
of the airport,  and wanting to connect
with the vibrant culture around you. The
very  first  bridge  you  build  is  a  simple
greeting.  For  many  language  learners,
the initial question is, “How do you say
hello  in  Mandarin  Chinese?”  It  seems
straightforward, but the answer opens a
door to a rich world of social etiquette,
tone  precision,  and  cultural  nuance.
Mandarin,  as  a  tonal  language,  offers
more than just a single word for “hello.”
The way you greet someone can convey
respect, friendliness, formality, and even
the  time  of  day.  This  comprehensive
guide will walk you through the essential
greetings,  their  proper  pronunciation,
and the cultural context that makes each
one unique. Whether you are planning a
trip to China, connecting with Mandarin-
speaking  friends,  or  simply  expanding
your linguistic horizons, mastering these
greetings  is  your  first  and  most
rewarding  step.

WHY UNDERSTANDING
GREETINGS IN MANDARIN
MATTERS

Before diving into the specific phrases, it
is  crucial  to  understand  why  simply
memorizing a translation is not enough.

In  English,  “hel lo”  works  almost
universally. In Mandarin, the appropriate
greeting  depends  on  the  relationship
between speakers, the setting, and even
the  time  of  day.  Using  the  wrong
greeting  can  be  perceived  as  rude  or
overly casual. For example, a formal “nín
hǎo” shows respect to an elder, while a
casual “hēi” is only appropriate among
close friends. Learning how to say hello
in Mandarin Chinese involves more than
vocabulary;  it  involves  understanding
the values of hierarchy, community, and
politeness that are deeply embedded in
the culture. This knowledge will not only
help you speak correctly but also help
you build meaningful connections.

THE MOST COMMON WAY: NǏ
HǍO (你好)

If you have heard any Mandarin phrase,
it is likely “nǐ hǎo.” This is the textbook
greeting  taught  in  classrooms  and
language apps worldwide. But what does
it actually mean, and how is it used?

Breaking Down
the Characters
and
Pronunciation
“Nǐ hǎo” (你好) literally translates to “you
good.” It  is  a simple,  general  greeting
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that  can be used at  any time of  day.
Pronunciation is key here:

Nǐ: Pronounced like “nee” but with
a falling then rising tone (third
tone).
Hǎo: Pronounced like “how” but
with a falling then rising tone (also
third tone).

When two third tones appear together,
the  first  one changes  to  a  rising  second
tone in natural  speech.  So “nǐ  hǎo” is
actually pronounced “ní hǎo.” This is a
common  tone  sandhi  rule.  Practice
saying “nee how” with a dipping tone on
the second syllable, but starting slightly
higher on the first.

When to Use Nǐ
Hǎo
This greeting is versatile and appropriate
for  most  situations—meeting  a  new
colleague, entering a shop, or greeting a
teacher.  However,  it  is  not  the  most
common  greeting  used  daily  among
friends  or  family.  In  casual  settings,
native speakers often drop the pronoun
or use shorter forms. For beginners, “nǐ
hǎo” is a safe and polite choice. It is your
go-to answer for the question “How do
you say hello in Mandarin Chinese?”

THE FORMAL VERSION: NÍN HǍO
(您好)

Respect  is  a  cornerstone  of  Chinese
culture,  and  the  language  reflects  this
through a separate polite form of “you.”
Instead of “nǐ,” you use “nín” (您).

When to Use Nín
Hǎo
“Nín hǎo” is a formal greeting used for
elders, superiors, customers, or anyone
you wish to show extra respect. It is also
common when addressing a  person of
high social status, such as a professor, a
senior manager, or even a stranger who
is  clearly  older  than  you.  The  tone  is
respectful and slightly distant. If you are
unsure whether to use “nǐ hǎo” or “nín
hǎo,” erring on the side of formality is
usually  appreciated.  Many  service
workers, such as hotel staff, will use “nín
hǎo” with guests.

TIME-SPECIFIC GREETINGS IN
MANDARIN

Just as in English we say “good morning”
or “good evening,” Mandarin has time-
specific greetings. These are often more
natural than using “nǐ hǎo” throughout
the day. Learning these will make your
speech sound fluid and culturally aware.

Good Morning:
Zǎo Shàng Hǎo
(早上好) or Zǎo (早)
The most common morning greeting is
“zǎo  shàng  hǎo”  (早上好).  “Zǎo”  means
early or morning, “shàng” means up/on,
and  “hǎo”  means  good.  In  casual
conversation, especially among friends,
you can simply say “zǎo” (早), which is
like saying “morning!” in English. This is
a very friendly and efficient way to greet
someone before noon.
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Good Afternoon:
Xià Wǔ Hǎo (下午好)
“Xià  wǔ hǎo”  is  used after  lunchtime,
typically  from around  noon  until  early
evening.  “Xià  wǔ”  means  afternoon.
While  less  commonly  used  in  casual
speech than its English equivalent, it is
perfectly polite and appropriate in more
formal settings or when you want to be
specific.

Good Evening:
Wǎn Shàng Hǎo
(晚上好)
As dusk settles,  switch to “wǎn shàng
hǎo.” “Wǎn shàng” means evening. This
greeting is used from around sunset until
bedtime. It sounds pleasant and formal.
For  an  extremely  common  casual
evening greeting, you might hear “wǎn
ān” (晚安) but that is used more as “good
night”  before sleep,  not  as  a  greeting
when  you  arrive  somewhere  in  the
evening.

CASUAL AND INFORMAL
GREETINGS

If you want to sound like a local among
friends, the textbook “nǐ hǎo” may feel a
bit  stiff.  Here  are  some  everyday
informal greetings that answer “How do
you say hello in Mandarin Chinese?” in a
relaxed setting.

Hēi (嘿) and Hāi

(嗨)
These are direct transliterations of “Hey”
and “Hi.” They are extremely common in
text messages and among young people.
“Hēi” is a bit more energetic, while “hāi”
sounds  friendlier.  Use  these  only  with
close friends or peers, never with elders
or superiors.

Chī Le Ma? (吃了吗)
– “Have You
Eaten?”
This is perhaps the most famous cultural
greeting  in  China.  Literally  “Have  you
eaten?” it functions as a friendly “How
are you?” rather than a literal question
about  food.  It  is  used casually  among
neighbors,  classmates,  and  colleagues.
The appropriate response is often “Chī
le,  nǐ  ne?”  (吃了，你呢？)  meaning  “I  have
eaten,  and  you?”  This  greeting  reflects
the importance of  food and communal
care  in  Chinese  culture.  Do  not  be
surprised if a friend asks you this even if
it is not mealtime.

Qù Nǎ Er? (去哪儿) –
“Where Are You
Going?”
Similar  to  “Have  you  eaten?”  this  is
another  common  informal  greeting,
especially  in  smaller  communities  or
villages. “Qù nǎ er?” means “Where are
you  going?”  but  it  is  not  an  intrusive
ques t ion .  I t  i s  s imp ly  a  way  o f
acknowledging  someone's  presence.  A
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vague answer like “Chū qù yī xià” (出去一下,
going out for a bit) is perfectly fine.

PHONE AND ONLINE GREETINGS

When answering the phone or starting a
video call, Mandarin has its own set of
conventions.  Simply  shouting  “nǐ  hǎo”
into the phone works, but there are more
specific phrases.

Wèi (喂)
This  is  the  standard  way to  answer  a
phone  call.  “Wèi”  is  an  interjection,
pronounced with a rising tone (second
tone) or sometimes a falling tone (fourth
tone) depending on the region. It is used
exclusively for phone calls. You do not
say  “wèi”  when  meeting  someone  in
person. It is the equivalent of “Hello?” on
the phone.  After  the  initial  “wèi,”  you
can  follow  up  with  “nǐ  hǎo”  or  the
person's name.

Dà Jiā Hǎo (大家好)
I f  you  are  greeting  a  group—in  a
meeting,  a  class,  or  an  online  video
conference—use “dà jiā  hǎo.”  “Dà jiā”
means  “everyone.”  This  translates  to
“Hello  everyone.”  It  is  perfect  for
presentations, group chats, or starting a
live stream.

BEYOND “HELLO”: RESPONDING
AND CONTINUING THE
CONVERSATION

Learning how to say hello in Mandarin
Chinese  also  means  knowing  how  to
respond.  The  simplest  response  to  “nǐ
hǎo” is to repeat the same phrase back.
However, you can also use “nǐ hǎo ma?”
(你好吗) which means “How are you?” The
typical response is “Wǒ hěn hǎo, xiè xiè”

(我很好，谢谢) – “I am very good, thank you.”
Another common response is “hái xíng”
(还行), meaning “so-so” or “okay.”
For  “zǎo  shàng  hǎo,”  you  can  simply
reply “zǎo shàng hǎo.” For informal “chī
le ma?” the standard reply is “chī le, nǐ
ne?”  Note  that  “chī  le”  uses  the
perfective  particle  “le,”  indicating  the
action is completed.

COMMON PITFALLS AND TONE
TIPS

Mandarin  is  a  tonal  language,  and
mispronouncing a tone can change the
word  entirely.  For  “hello,”  the  most
common error is  not using the correct
third  tone  on  “hǎo.”  Remember  that
“hǎo”  is  pronounced  with  a  dip:  start
mid, go down, then up. If you say “háo”
(second tone) it could be confused with
“háo”  (豪,  heroic)  which  is  a  different
character.  Also,  avoid  adding an extra
syllable  like  “nǐ  hǎo  ma”  in  every
situation—it is more natural to just say
“nǐ  hǎo”  and  then  continue  with  a
question or observation.
Another  pitfall  is  overusing  “nín  hǎo”
with younger people. It may come across
as sarcastic or overly formal. Similarly,
using  “hēi”  with  an  elderly  person  is
considered  disrespectful.  Context  is
everything.

REGIONAL VARIATIONS AND
DIALECTS

While standard Mandarin (Putonghua) is
understood across China, many regions
have  their  own  local  greetings.  In
Cantonese-speaking  areas  like  Hong
Kong  and  Guangdong,  the  greeting  is
“néih  hóu”  (你好).  In  Shanghai,  the
Shanghainese greeting is “nóng hō” (侬好).
However, if you stick


