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How to Say Hi in Spanish: A Complete Guide for Beginners

Learning a new language can feel daunting, but starting with the simplest phrases is a quick and rewarding way to

build confidence. One of the first things you’ll want to master when you begin studying Spanish is the greeting.

Whether you’re traveling, making new friends, or practicing with a language partner, knowing how to say “hi” in

Spanish will help you break the ice and create a friendly atmosphere.

In this guide we’ll explore the most common ways to say hi in Spanish, the differences between informal and formal

greetings, regional variations, and how to use these expressions naturally in conversation. By the end, you’ll have a

solid foundation to greet people in Spanish confidently and politely.

1. The Basics: “Hola” – The Universal Spanish Greeting

The simplest and most widely recognized way to say hi in Spanish is “hola”. It translates directly to “hello” in

English and is appropriate in almost every situation.

•  Use hola when meeting someone for the first time or when you’re unsure of the appropriate level of formality.

•  It is gender-neutral and works for both formal and informal contexts.

•  When combined with a polite phrase, such as “¿Cómo está usted?” (formal) or “¿Cómo estás?” (informal), it 

can feel more personalized.

Pronunciation Guide

“Hola” is pronounced OH-lah with a short “o” sound and a clear “l” that rolls slightly in some Spanish dialects. 

Practice saying it out loud: OH-lah! – it’s simple and memorable.

2. Informal “Hi” – “¿Qué onda?” and “¿Qué pasa?”

When speaking with friends, classmates, or younger people, you might want a more casual greeting. In many 

Spanish-speaking countries, two popular informal options are “¿Qué onda?” (Mexico) and “¿Qué pasa?”(Spain,

Latin America).

•  ¿Qué onda? literally means “What wave?” but is understood as “What’s up?”

•  ¿Qué pasa? translates to “What’s happening?” and is widely used across Spanish-speaking regions.

•  Both are friendly, relaxed, and perfect for informal settings.

Regional Nuances

While “¿Qué onda?” is a staple in Mexican Spanish, it may not be as common in other countries. On the other

hand, “¿Qué pasa?” is a go-to phrase in Spain and much of Latin America, so it’s safer if you’re unsure of the local

dialect.

3. Formal “Hi” – “Buenos días / Buenas tardes / Buenas noches”

Spanish culture places a strong emphasis on respect and politeness, especially in formal contexts. The phrase 

“Buenos días” (Good morning), “Buenas tardes” (Good afternoon), and “Buenas noches”(Good evening/



night) are the standard formal greetings.

•  Use Buenos días before noon, Buenas tardes from noon to around 6 pm, and Buenas noches after 6 pm.

•  When you’re in a business setting, a formal greeting is always a good first step.

•  Pair these with a polite question: “¿Cómo está usted?” (How are you?) for a formal tone.

When to Use Formal Greetings

In many Spanish-speaking cultures, it is customary to use formal greetings when meeting someone older, a

superior, or a stranger. Even in casual settings, a brief formal greeting can signal respect.

4. Regional Variations Across the Spanish-Speaking World

Spanish is spoken in over 20 countries, each with its own unique expressions for saying hi. Below are some

regional variations to keep in mind:

Mexico

•  “¡Qué onda!” – Very informal, friendly.

•  “¡Qué tal!” – Equivalent to “How are you?” but can be used as a greeting.

•  “¡Qué gusto verte!” – “Nice to see you!” – Great for acquaintances.

Spain

•  “¡Qué pasa!” – Casual, widely used.

•  “¡Ey!” – Informal, similar to “Hey.”

•  “¡Buenas!” – Short for “Buenas tardes” or “Buenas noches,” often used in a relaxed setting.

Argentina & Uruguay

•  “¡Che!” – A versatile greeting that can mean “Hey” or “Listen.”

•  “¡Hola, che!” – Friendly and informal.

Caribbean (Cuba, Puerto Rico, Dominican Republic)

•  “¡Qué lo qué!” – A playful, informal greeting.

•  “¡Qué más?” – Equivalent to “What’s new?”

Andean Countries (Peru, Ecuador, Bolivia)

•  “¡Hola, amigo!” – Warm and friendly.

•  “¡Qué tal, hermano?” – A respectful yet informal greeting.

5. Using “Hi” in Conversation: Practical Tips

Knowing the right phrase is one thing; using it naturally in conversation is another. Here are some practical ways to

incorporate greetings into everyday dialogue:

Start with a Greeting, Then Ask How They Are

Example: Hola, ¿cómo estás? (Hi, how are you?)

Adding a question about well-being shows genuine interest and encourages a friendly exchange.

Responding to a Greeting

When someone says “Hola” or “¡Qué onda!”, a simple reply like ¡Hola! Todo bien, gracias.(Hi! All good, thanks.)

keeps the conversation flowing.



Use Hand Gestures for Extra Warmth

In many Spanish-speaking cultures, a friendly wave or a quick handshake accompanies verbal greetings. In Latin

America, a light touch on the shoulder or a hug (if you’re close friends) is common.

Adjust Tone Based on Relationship

•  For family: “¡Hola, mamá!” (Hi, mom!)

•  For coworkers: “¡Buenos días, equipo!” (Good morning, team!)

•  For classmates: “¡Qué onda, Juan!” (Hey, Juan!)

6. Common Mistakes to Avoid When Saying Hi in Spanish

Even native speakers can make errors when learning Spanish. Here are some pitfalls to watch out for:

1.  Using “Hola” in formal business contexts without a follow-up question. While “Hola” is safe, pairing it with a 

formal inquiry like “¿Cómo está usted?” adds politeness.

2.  Overusing informal greetings with strangers. In many countries, it’s respectful to start with a formal greeting 

and then gauge the level of informality.

3.  Mispronouncing “hola.” The “h” is silent, so say “OH-lah” and avoid adding a hard “h” sound.

4.  Forgetting to match the time of day. Using “Buenos días” in the evening can sound awkward.

5.  Using “¿Qué onda?” in regions where it isn’t common. Stick to “¿Qué pasa?” if you’re unsure.

7. Practice Makes Perfect: Exercises to Master Spanish Greetings

Practice is key to internalizing greetings. Try the following activities:

Role-Playing Scenarios

Pair up with a friend or language partner. One person greets the other using different expressions (“Hola,” “¿Qué

pasa?”) and the other responds appropriately. Switch roles to cover both formal and informal contexts.

Listening to Native Speakers

Watch Spanish-language movies, TV shows, or YouTube videos. Pay attention to how characters greet each other.

Mimic the tone and rhythm.

Daily Greeting Journal

Each day, write down a new greeting you learned and how you used it. Reflect on how the conversation felt and

whether you felt comfortable.

Flashcards

Create flashcards with greetings on one side and the English translation on the other. Shuffle and test yourself

regularly.

8. Beyond “Hi”: Expanding Your Spanish Greeting Vocabulary

Once you’re comfortable with the basics, consider expanding your repertoire. Here are a few more expressions to

enrich your conversational skills:

•  ¡Qué gusto verte! – “Nice to see you!”

•  ¡Encantado/a de conocerte! – “Nice to meet you!” (Use “encantado” if you’re male, “encantada” if female.)

•  ¡Todo bien? – “Everything good?” (Informal)

•  ¿Qué tal tu día? – “How was your day?” (Good follow-up after greeting)



•  ¡Qué alegría verte! – “What a joy to see you!” (Used when you’re genuinely happy to see someone.)

Conclusion

Mastering how to say hi in Spanish is more than just memorizing a word; it’s about understanding cultural norms, 

choosing the right level of formality, and practicing natural usage. Whether you’re using the universal hola, the

informal “¿Qué pasa?” or the formal “Buenos días,” each greeting opens the door to friendly conversation and

deeper connections.

Remember to listen, mimic, and practice consistently. With time, saying hi in Spanish will become second nature,

setting a positive tone for every interaction. ¡Buena suerte y que te diviertas aprendiendo!
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