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How to Say Ni Hao: A Complete Guide to the Most Common Chinese 
Greeting

Learning a new language can feel like a daunting journey, but mastering even the simplest phrase can unlock a 

world of connection and cultural insight. For many beginners, the first question that pops up is, “How to say ni hao

?” This phrase, which translates to “Hello” or “Hi” in English, is the cornerstone of polite conversation in Mandarin

Chinese. It is used in everyday interactions, from greeting a friend at the bus stop to acknowledging a colleague in

the office.

In this article, we’ll dive deep into the pronunciation, context, and cultural nuances of “ni hao.” We’ll also explore

practical tips for practicing the sound, common variations, and how to use it confidently in real-life scenarios.

Whether you’re a student, a traveler, or simply curious about Chinese culture, this guide will equip you with the

knowledge and confidence to say “ni hao” like a native.

1. Understanding the Basics: What Does “Ni Hao” Mean?

“Ni hao” (O`Y}) is a compound greeting that literally means “you good.” In Chinese, it functions as a polite and friendly

way to say “hello.” The phrase is universally recognized across Mandarin-speaking regions, and it’s often the first

phrase taught to language learners because of its simplicity and versatility.

Key points:

•  Mandarin pronunciation: “Ni” is pronounced like the English word “knee,” and “hao” sounds like “how.” The 

tone of “ni” is the second (rising) tone, while “hao” is the first (high level) tone.

•  Usage: It can be used in formal and informal settings, with family, friends, and strangers alike.

•  Politeness level: It is a neutral, polite greeting that doesn’t convey excessive familiarity or distance.

2. Pronunciation Guide: Mastering “Ni Hao”

Pronunciation is critical in Mandarin, where tones can change the meaning of a word entirely. Below is a step-by-

step guide to help you pronounce “ni hao” accurately.

2.1. The Pinyin System

Pinyin is the Romanization system for Chinese characters that indicates pronunciation. Knowing how to read Pinyin

helps you understand the phonetic structure of words like “ni hao.”

Breakdown:

1.  Ni (O`): The “n” sound is similar to the English “n” in “no.” The “i” is pronounced like the “ee” in “see.” Combine 

them to get “knee.”

2.  Hao (Y}): The “h” is a soft breathy sound, similar to the “h” in “hat.” The “ao” is pronounced like the “ow” in “cow.” 

The entire syllable sounds like “how.”

2.2. Tone Placement

Mandarin has four tones plus a neutral tone. The tone of each syllable in “ni hao” is essential:



•  Ni (O`): Second tone (rising). Imagine your voice going up, like asking a question.

•  Hao (Y}): First tone (level). Keep your voice steady and high.

Practice saying the phrase slowly, emphasizing the rise on “ni” and the level on “hao.” Repeat until you feel

comfortable.

2.3. Common Pronunciation Mistakes

Even native speakers sometimes slip in casual conversation. Here are a few pitfalls to avoid:

•  Dropping the “h”: Some learners say “n’ao” instead of “ni hao.” Make sure the “h” is audible.

•  Misplacing the tone: Saying “ni” in a flat tone or “hao” in a rising tone can alter the phrase’s meaning. Practice 

with a native speaker or a language app to refine your tones.

•  Speeding up too much: While fluency is essential, rushing can make your greeting sound unnatural. Slow 

down until the tone and pronunciation feel natural.

3. Cultural Context: When and How to Use “Ni Hao”

Understanding the cultural backdrop of a phrase is as important as mastering its pronunciation. The Chinese

language places great emphasis on respect, formality, and social hierarchy. Knowing when to use “ni hao” will help

you avoid awkwardness or offense.

3.1. Formal vs. Informal Settings

In formal contexts—such as a business meeting, a classroom, or a first encounter with a senior—you can greet

with “ni hao.” It’s polite and neutral. If you’re in a more casual environment, you might add “ma” (ma) at the end to

soften the tone:

•  Ni hao ma? (O`Y}T�?) – “How are you?” This is a friendly follow-up question often used after the initial greeting.

3.2. Greeting in Different Regions

Mandarin is the official language of Mainland China, Taiwan, and Singapore. However, local dialects and accents

can affect how “ni hao” is pronounced. In some southern regions, the “h” might be softer, but the meaning remains

unchanged.

3.3. Respecting Hierarchy

When greeting someone older or of higher status, you can add “la” (la) for a more respectful tone:

•  Ni hao la? (O`Y}T�?) – “Hello, sir/madam.”

Alternatively, you can use the honorific “n�� h�æù@ followed by the person’s title or name, such as “n�� h�æð, w� de l�æ÷6•+” (O`Y}ÿ�b�v„€�^�) –

“Hello, my teacher.”

4. Practical Applications: Using “Ni Hao” in Everyday Life

Now that you know how to pronounce and use “ni hao,” let’s explore some real-life scenarios where this greeting

shines.

4.1. At the Airport or Train Station

When you meet a fellow traveler or a staff member, a friendly “ni hao” can break the ice. Pair it with a simple “w� shì

l�§•óu zh�¹@ (b�f/eÅ[¢) – “I am a traveler.”

4.2. In a Classroom



Students often greet their teachers with “ni hao” followed by the teacher’s name. For example, “Ni hao, l�æ÷6•+” (O`Y}ÿ�€�^�) –

“Hello, teacher.” This shows respect and attentiveness.

4.3. Meeting New Friends

When you meet someone new, start with “ni hao” and then ask about their well-being: “n�� h�æð ma?” (O`Y}T�?) – “How are

you?” This invites conversation and shows genuine interest.

4.4. In Business Settings

In a professional environment, a polite “ni hao” sets a respectful tone. After greeting, you can introduce yourself: “w� 

jiào” (b�Së) followed by your name. For example, “Ni hao, w�"�¦ž�ò�¦ö†âà”

5. Learning Resources: Strengthening Your “Ni Hao” Skills

To master “ni hao” and other Mandarin basics, consider these tools and strategies:

5.1. Language Apps

Apps like Duolingo, HelloChinese, and Pimsleur offer interactive lessons focused on pronunciation and tones. Look

for modules that emphasize greetings.

5.2. Pronunciation Practice with Native Speakers

Platforms such as iTalki and Tandem connect you with native Mandarin speakers for conversation practice. Ask

them to correct your tones and provide feedback.

5.3. Listening to Native Media

Watch Chinese dramas, listen to podcasts, or follow Chinese YouTubers. Pay attention to how they greet each

other. Mimic the rhythm and tone.

5.4. Flashcards and Repetition

Use flashcards to reinforce the characters O` (n��’��æB�—Ò�†•Îo). Repetition helps solidify muscle memory for the tones.

5.5. Cultural Immersion

Engage with Chinese communities, attend cultural festivals, or join language exchange groups. Real-life practice is

invaluable.

6. Common Variations and Related Phrases

While “ni hao” is the standard greeting, there are variations and related expressions that can enrich your

conversational repertoire.

6.1. “Ni hao ma?” (O`Y}T�?)

Meaning: “How are you?” This question follows the greeting and invites the other person to share how they’re

feeling.

6.2. “N���•Îo ma?” (O`Y}T�?)

Pronounced the same as “ni hao ma?” but with a neutral tone on the “ma.” It’s a polite way to ask about someone’s

well-being.

6.3. “N���•Îo, w�"�FR�ÁÎosh�¹@ (O`Y}ÿ�b�v„€�^�)

Meaning: “Hello, my teacher.” Adding “w�"�FY@ (b�v„) makes the greeting more personal and respectful.



6.4. “N���•Îo, xiàhòu” (O`Y}ÿ�N�T�)

Meaning: “Hello, later.” This phrase is used when you anticipate meeting again.

7. Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

7.1. Can I use “ni hao” in a casual setting with friends?

Yes, “ni hao” works well in both formal and informal contexts. For a more relaxed vibe, you can add “ma” or simply

say “ni hao” followed by a friendly gesture.

7.2. Is “ni hao” the same as “zài jiàn” (Q•‰Á)?

No. “Ni hao” is a greeting, while “zài jiàn” means “goodbye.” Use each appropriately based on the conversation’s

stage.

7.3. How do I say “good morning” in Mandarin?

“Good morning” is “z�æò�6†�ær�•Îo” (eéN
Y}). It’s another polite greeting you can use before “ni hao.”

7.4. Can I use “ni hao” with people who speak Cantonese?

While Cantonese speakers may understand “ni hao,” they typically use “nei5 hou2” (O`Y}) in Cantonese. Using “ni hao”

shows respect for Mandarin, but be prepared to switch to Cantonese if needed.

8. Conclusion: Mastering “Ni Hao” as a Gateway to Chinese Culture

Learning how to say “ni hao” is more than just a linguistic exercise; it’s a doorway into Chinese culture, etiquette,

and interpersonal relationships. By mastering the pronunciation, understanding the cultural context, and practicing

in real-life scenarios, you’ll build confidence and open doors to deeper conversations.

Remember, language learning is a journey. Each time you greet someone with a sincere “ni hao,” you’re not only

using a phrase—you’re creating a connection. Keep practicing, stay curious, and enjoy the vibrant world of

Mandarin Chinese.
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