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INTRODUCTION: THE FIRST STEP IN MANDARIN COMMUNICATION

Learning a new language begins with the most basic and essential phrase: the greeting. For anyone
diving into Chinese, understanding how to say hello in Mandarin is not just about repeating a
phrase—it is about opening the door to a rich culture, a tonal language system, and centuries of
etiquette. Mandarin Chinese, the official language of China and Taiwan, is spoken by over a billion
people worldwide. Mastering the simple act of greeting someone can help you build rapport, show
respect, and navigate social situations with confidence. In this comprehensive guide, we will explore
the standard ways to say hello, the nuances of tones, regional variations, and the cultural contexts
that make each greeting unique. Whether you are a traveler, a business professional, or a language
enthusiast, knowing how to say hello in Mandarin will be your gateway to meaningful interactions.

THE MOST COMMON GREETING: NǏ HǍO (你好)

The first phrase any Mandarin learner encounters is nǐ hǎo (你好). This is the textbook greeting that
translates directly to “you good.” It is a versatile, polite, and safe way to say hello in almost any
situation. Pronounced roughly as “nee how,” it consists of two syllables: nǐ (you) with a third tone
(falling then rising), and hǎo (good) also with a third tone. Mastering the tones is crucial because
mispronouncing  them  can  change  the  meaning  entirely—for  example,  hǎo  with  a  different  tone
could mean “to consume” or “number.” When you say nǐ hǎo, you are literally asking “Are you
well?” but it functions exactly like “hello” in English.
While nǐ hǎo is universally understood, it is worth noting that native speakers often use it in formal
or introductory contexts. Among close friends or family, shorter or more casual greetings are far
more common. However, if you are uncertain about the level of formality, nǐ hǎo is always a safe
bet. For absolute beginners, practicing this phrase with correct pronunciation and tones is the first
milestone in learning how to say hello in Mandarin effectively.

Breaking Down the Tones
Mandarin is a tonal language, meaning the pitch contour of a syllable changes its meaning. In nǐ
hǎo, both characters are in the third tone. The third tone starts mid-level, drops low, then rises
slightly. When two third tones appear consecutively, the first one changes to a second tone (rising)
in natural speech. So nǐ hǎo is actually pronounced as ní hǎo (dee high-low rising). This tonal sandhi
is a critical rule to remember. Practicing with audio resources or native speakers will  help you
internalize  this  shift.  Without  proper  tones,  a  simple  greeting  can  become confusing  or  even
offensive.  Therefore,  when  learning  how  to  say  hello  in  Mandarin,  commit  to  mastering  the  tones
from day one.

FORMAL AND POLITE GREETINGS: NÍN HǍO (您好)

Respect  is  deeply  embedded  in  Chinese  culture,  and  language  reflects  that.  When  addressing
someone older, of higher social status, or a stranger you wish to honor, you should use nín hǎo (您
好). The difference is the pronoun nín, which is the honorific form of “you.” It conveys deference and
politeness. Pronounce it as “neen how,” with nín in the second tone (rising). This phrase is especially
appropriate in professional settings, when speaking to teachers,  elders,  or officials.  Using nín hǎo
demonstrates  cultural  awareness  and  respect,  which  can  go  a  long  way  in  building  positive
relationships. Even if you are just beginning to learn how to say hello in Mandarin, incorporating this
polite form will set you apart as a considerate speaker.

TIME-SPECIFIC GREETINGS

While “hello” works any time of day, Mandarin also has greetings that correspond to the morning,
afternoon,  and  evening.  These  are  more  specific  and  often  expected  in  certain  social  situations.
Mastering  them  adds  authenticity  to  your  Mandarin.

Zǎo Shàng Hǎo (早上好) – Good Morning
To say “good morning,” use zǎo shàng hǎo (早上好). Zǎo means early, shàng means up or above, and
hǎo is good. The pronunciation is “dzow shahng how.” This greeting is common from sunrise until
around noon.  A shorter  and even more casual  version is  simply zǎo  (早),  which is  like saying
“morning!” among friends. When learning how to say hello in Mandarin, starting the day with this
phrase will make you sound natural and well-practiced.

Xià Wǔ Hǎo (下午好) – Good Afternoon
From noon until early evening, the appropriate greeting is xià wǔ hǎo (下午好). Xià means down, wǔ
means noon—literally “below noon.” It is pronounced “shyah woo how.” This is a slightly more
formal greeting, often used in business or when addressing a group. While not as frequently used in
casual conversation as nǐ hǎo, it shows that you are aware of the time of day and care about proper
etiquette.

Wǎn Shàng Hǎo (晚上好) – Good Evening
As darkness falls, switch to wǎn shàng hǎo (晚上好). Wǎn means evening or night, shàng again means
up, so it is “evening good.” Pronounce it as “wahn shahng how.” This greeting is used from after
sunset until bedtime. It is polite and common in both formal and semi-formal settings. For late-night
interactions, you might also hear wǎn ān (晚安) meaning “good night,” but that is used more as a

farewell before sleep.

GREETINGS OVER THE PHONE: WÉI (喂)

When answering a phone call in Mandarin, the standard greeting is not nǐ hǎo but wéi (喂). This is a
unique way to say hello specifically for phone conversations.  Pronounced with a rising tone (like a
question), it is similar to saying “hello?” when answering in English. However, note that wéi is only
used for phone calls and is considered impolite if used in person. It is a fascinating example of
language adapting to communication technology. If you are learning how to say hello in Mandarin
for travel or work, knowing wéi will save you from awkward phone interactions.
CASUAL GREETINGS: HĀI (嗨) AND OTHER INFORMAL OPTIONS

In relaxed settings among friends, young people, or peers, you can use casual greetings borrowed
from English or formed naturally. The most common is hāi (嗨), which is a direct phonetic adaptation
of “hi.” It has a first tone (high and flat) and is very informal. Another is nǐ hǎo ma? (你好吗?) meaning
“How are you?” but note that this is less common in daily use than in textbooks—Chinese people
often prefer a simple nǐ hǎo even when asking how someone is doing. For a very laid-back vibe, you
can say zǎo (早) for morning, or simply smile and nod. These variations enrich your understanding of
how to say hello in Mandarin beyond the basic textbook phrases.

GROUP GREETINGS: NǏMEN HǍO (你们好)

When greeting more than one person, you say nǐmen hǎo (你们好). Nǐmen is the plural form of “you”
(you all). Pronounced “nee-men how,” this shows you are addressing a group. It is polite and useful
for classroom settings, meetings, or when entering a room with multiple people. Similarly, you can
also use dàjiā hǎo (大家好) meaning “everyone good.” This is a cheerful way to say hello to a crowd,
equivalent to “hello everyone.” Mastering these plural forms is an essential part of learning how to
say hello in Mandarin in social and professional environments.

CULTURAL CONTEXT AND BODY LANGUAGE

Knowing the words is only half the equation. In Chinese culture, how you deliver a greeting matters
just as much. A slight nod or a small bow can accompany nǐ hǎo, especially in formal settings.
Handshakes are common but may be lighter than Western handshakes. Eye contact should be
respectful  but  not  overly  intense.  When greeting an elder,  it  is  customary to  use the honorific  nín
and perhaps address them by their title or surname. For instance, Lǐ lǎoshī nín hǎo (李老师您好) means
“Hello, Teacher Li.” This shows respect and personalization. Understanding these nuances will make
your greetings more authentic and culturally appropriate.

COMMON MISTAKES TO AVOID

When  learning  how  to  say  hello  in  Mandarin,  several  pitfalls  can  trip  up  beginners.  First,
mispronouncing tones—especially  the third  tone for  hǎo—can lead to  confusion or  unintended
meanings. Second, using wéi in person sounds strange and rude. Third, overusing nǐ hǎo ma? as a
greeting for every situation; Chinese speakers often skip it and just say nǐ hǎo. Fourth, forgetting to
adjust for formality: calling a superior by nǐ instead of nín can be seen as disrespectful. Finally, avoid
a stiff, textbook delivery. Practice speaking naturally with a relaxed tone. By steering clear of these
blunders, you will sound more like a native speaker.

PRACTICAL TIPS FOR MASTERING GREETINGS

To truly learn how to say hello in Mandarin, immersion and repetition are key. Here are actionable
strategies:

Listen and mimic: Use apps like Duolingo, HelloChinese, or YouTube videos to hear native
pronunciations. Repeat out loud, paying close attention to tones.
Practice with a partner: Find a language exchange partner online or in your community.
Greet them in Mandarin every time you meet.
Use mnemonics: Associate the rising tone of nín with raising your chin politely. Link zǎo to
the word “zo” (as in “zoom” to start the day).
Record yourself: Compare your pronunciation to native speakers. Adjust until you feel
confident.
Contextualize: Imagine scenarios—meeting a friend at a café, calling a colleague, greeting a
teacher. Practice the appropriate greeting for each.

These techniques will accelerate your progress and help you move beyond rote memorization to
fluid conversation.

BEYOND HELLO: THE NEXT STEPS

Once you have mastered how to say hello in Mandarin, you can expand your repertoire with related
phrases like hěn gāoxìng rènshi nǐ (很高兴认识你) for “nice to meet you,” or jiàn dào nǐ hěn hǎo (见到你很
好) for “good to see you.” Learning how to ask “How are you?” with nǐ zěnme yàng? (你怎么样?) and
respond with wǒ hěn hǎo (我很好) will complete the basic introduction. From there, you can move into
small  talk, asking about someone’s name, nationality, or profession. Mastering greetings is the
foundation upon which all other conversational skills are built.

CONCLUSION

Learning how to say hello in Mandarin is a rewarding first step into one of the world’s most spoken
and fascinating languages. From the universal nǐ hǎo to the respectful nín hǎo, the time-specific zǎo
shàng hǎo, and the phone-only wéi, each greeting opens a new door to cultural understanding.
Paying attention to tones, context, and body language elev
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