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MASTERING THE ART OF
GREETING: HOW TO SAY HI IN
FRENCH

When  you  begin  learning  French,  the
first  step  is  often  the  simplest,  yet  the
most  culturally  significant:  knowing  how
to greet someone. The phrase "how to
s a y  h i  i n  F r e n c h "  m i g h t  s e e m
straightforward, but it opens a door to a
world of nuance, politeness, and social
etiquette.  Whether  you are planning a

trip  to  Paris,  connecting  with  French-
speaking friends, or just exploring a new
language, getting the greeting right can
set a positive tone for any conversation.
In this comprehensive guide, we will go
beyond the basic bonjour  and explore
formal,  informal,  regional,  and  even
humorous ways to say hello in French.
By the end, you will not only know the
words  but  also  understand  when  and
how to use them naturally.

WHY GREETINGS MATTER IN
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FRENCH CULTURE

In  French-speaking countries,  greetings
are  not  mere  formalities;  they  are  an
essential part of daily interaction. Saying
"hi" correctly shows respect, awareness
o f  s o c i a l  h i e r a r c h y ,  a n d  a n
understanding  of  local  customs.  For
instance, in France, you are expected to
greet  shopkeepers  when  entering  a
store, and failing to do so can be seen as
rude.  The  French  language  offers  a
spectrum of greetings that vary by time
of  day,  relationship,  and  context.
Mastering how to say hi in French means
y o u  a r e  n o t  j u s t  l e a r n i n g
vocabulary—you  are  embracing  a
cultural  code.

The Most
Common Way:
Bonjour
If you learn only one greeting, let it be
bonjour.  This  is  the  standard,  all-
purpose  way  to  say  hello  in  French
during the day. It literally means "good
day"  and  is  used  from  morning  until
early evening. You can say bonjour to
anyone:  friends,  strangers,  colleagues,
or  officials.  It  is  polite,  neutral,  and
always appropriate.  To add a touch of
warmth,  you  can  say  bonjour  with  a
slight smile or nod. Remember, in French
culture, a greeting without eye contact
can feel dismissive, so pair your words



How To Say Hi In Spanish 3

3

with a genuine look.

When Evening
Arrives: Bonsoir
As the sun sets, bonsoir (good evening)
replaces  bonjour.  Use  bonsoir  from
around 6 p.m. onward or when the sky
darkens. It conveys the same politeness
as bonjour but marks the transition to
evening activities. If you meet someone
after dinner, bonsoir is still appropriate
until  you  part  ways,  after  which  you
might say bonne soirée (have a good
evening). Knowing when to switch from
bonjour  to  bonsoir  shows  you  are
attuned to French daily rhythms.

INFORMAL GREETINGS: SALUT
AND BEYOND

When you  are  with  friends,  family,  or
peers in a casual setting, salut is your
go-to  word  for  "hi"  or  "hey."  It  is  the
informal  equivalent  of  bonjour  and  is
widely  used  among  people  who  know
each other well. You can also use salut
to say "bye," which makes it a versatile
word. However, avoid using salut  with
strangers,  superiors,  or  in  formal
situations—it  can  come  across  as  too
familiar. Other informal greetings include
coucou (a cute, friendly "hi" often used
among  close  friends  or  with  children)
and hello (yes, the English word is used
i n  F r e n c h ,  b u t  w i t h  a  F r e n c h
pronunciation:  "eh-lo").
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Regional and
Slang Variations
France  and  other  French-speaking
regions have their  own local  twists.  In
the  south  of  France,  you  might  hear
adieu  used historically,  though now it
mostly  means  "goodbye."  In  Quebec,
Canada,  allô  is  commonly  used  for
"hello"  on  the  phone,  but  in  person,
salut  and bonjour  dominate.  Younger
French speakers sometimes adopt yo or
wesh  (from  Arabic-influenced  slang)  as
extremely informal greetings. While you
should learn these to understand native
speakers, stick to bonjour and salut for
your  own  usage  until  you  are  confident
in the context.

GREETING WITH RESPECT: THE
FORMAL TOUCH

In  business  settings,  when  meeting
elderly  people,  or  when  addressing
someone you do not know well, formality
is  key.  Using  bonjour  madame  or
bonjour  monsieur  adds  a  layer  of
respect.  You  can  also  say  bonjour
fo l lowed  by  the  person's  t i t le  i f
appropriate,  such as bonjour docteur
or bonjour professeur. In very formal
letters or emails, Monsieur or Madame
alone can serve  as  a  greeting,  but  in
speech, always pair them with bonjour
or  bonsoir.  Remember  the  French
custom of la bise (cheek kissing) among
friends, which usually follows a greeting.
For  men,  a  handshake  is  common  in
formal contexts.
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Adding
Politeness:
Comment allez-
vous?
After you say hi, it is natural to ask how
someone  is.  In  formal  situations,  use
Comment allez-vous? (How are you?).
In informal settings, Comment ça va?
or simply Ça va?  works. The standard
response is Bien, merci (Fine, thanks)
or  Ça  va  bien  (It's  going  well).  This
exchange  is  so  ingrained  that  even  a
brief Salut, ça va? with a nod is enough
to acknowledge each other.

TIME OF DAY GREETINGS: MORE
THAN JUST BONJOUR

French  also  has  specific  greetings  for
different  times.  Bon  matin  is  used  in
Quebec (and some parts of  France) to
mean  "good  morning,"  though  in
standard  French,  bonjour  is  used  all
day. Bonne journée (have a good day)
is a farewell,  not a greeting. Similarly,
when parting  in  the  evening,  you  say
Bonne  soirée .  Knowing  these
distinctions  helps  you  avoid  common
mistakes.  For  example,  saying  bonne
nuit  (good  night)  as  a  greeting  is
incorrect—it is only used when someone
is going to sleep.
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Telephone and
Digital Greetings
When answering the phone, the French
typically  say  Allô?  (pronounced  "ah-
loh"). This is the equivalent of "Hello?"
and is used regardless of the caller. In
text messages and online chats,  salut
and coucou  are very common. Emails
often start with Bonjour followed by the
recipient's name or title. For very formal
emails, Madame, Monsieur, (without a
name) is used.

HOW TO SAY HI IN FRENCH: A
QUICK REFERENCE LIST

For convenience, here is a summary of
the most important greetings:

Bonjour – Good day / Hello
(formal and informal, daytime)
Bonsoir – Good evening (from
sunset onward)
Salut – Hi / Hey (informal, among
friends)
Coucou – Hey / Hi (very informal,
affectionate)
Allô – Hello (telephone only)
Bonjour madame / monsieur –
Formal greeting with title
Quoi de neuf? – What's up? (very
informal)

Pronouncing
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French Greetings
Correctly
Pronunciation can be tricky, but practice
makes perfect.  Bonjour  is  pronounced
"bohn-zhoor," with a soft "zh" sound like
the "s" in "pleasure." Bonsoir is "bohn-
swahr." Salut is "sah-loo," with a silent
't.' Coucou is "koo-koo." The French 'r' is
gut tera l ,  but  do  not  s t ress  too
much—even  a  flawed  attempt  is
appreciated. Listening to native speakers
on apps like Duolingo or YouTube helps
nail the rhythm.

CULTURAL TIPS TO ACCOMPANY
YOUR GREETING

Learning how to say hi in French is not

just  about  words;  it  is  about  body
language.  In  France,  a  handshake  is
standard  for  first  meetings,  but  among
friends, la bise (air kisses, usually two
to four, alternating cheeks) is common.
The number of kisses varies by region:
two in Paris, three in the south, four in
some areas. When in doubt, follow the
other person's lead. Also, always greet
everyone  individually  when  entering  a
room—a  collective  "hi"  to  a  group  is
considered  impolite.  Say  bonjour  to
each  person,  or  at  least  make  eye
contact and nod.

Common
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Mistakes to
Avoid
Many  English  speakers  make  errors
when  learning  French  greetings.  Here
are a few to watch out for:

Using bonjour at night – switch to1.
bonsoir.
Saying salut in formal settings –2.
can seem rude.
Forgetting to greet shopkeepers –3.
seen as disrespectful.
Using bonne nuit as a greeting –4.
it's only for bedtime.
Overusing comment allez-vous?5.
in informal chats – stick to ça va?

EXPANDING YOUR GREETING
VOCABULARY

Once  you  master  the  basics,  you  can
explore more colorful ways to say hello.
In the French-speaking world, you might
encounter  bonjour  tout  le  monde
(hello  everyone),  salut  les  amis  (hi
friends), or bonjour à tous (hello to all).
In  Belgium,  bonjour  is  standard,  but
salut  is  also  used.  In  Switzerland,
greetings  are  similar.  Understanding
these nuances helps  you sound like  a
local, whether you're in Lyon, Montreal,
or Geneva.

Greetings in
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French Literature
and Media
French  films,  books,  and  songs  often
highlight  the  importance  of  a  proper
greeting.  For  instance,  in  the  film
Amélie,  the  characters  exchange
bonjour  with warmth and curiosity.  In
classic literature, bonjour  opens many
scenes. Paying attention to how native
speakers greet each other in movies can
give you a natural feel for intonation and
context. The keyword "how to say hi in
French" is not just a phrase—it's an entry
point into a rich cultural tapestry.

PRACTICAL SCENARIOS: PUTTING

IT ALL TOGETHER

Imagine  you  are  arriving  at  a  small
bakery in Paris. You walk in, make eye
contact with the baker, and say Bonjour
madame  with  a  smile.  She  responds
Bonjour monsieur (or madame). After
ordering,  you  say  Merci,  bonne
journée.  That  simple  exchange shows
respect and local know-how. If you are
meeting  a  French  friend  for  coffee,  you
might say Salut! Ça va?  and perhaps
exchange la bise. In a job interview, you
would  shake  hands  and  say  Bonjour
monsieur  followed by Enchanté  (Nice
to meet you).
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Teaching Kids
How to Say Hi in

French

If  you are introducing French greetings
to  children,  start  with  bonjour  and
salut. Use songs, games, and repetition.
For example, the classic children's song
Bonjour, bonjour, comment ça


