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INTRODUCTION: MORE THAN JUST A WORD

When you begin learning Mandarin Chinese, one of the first words
you  will  need  is  the  simple  affirmation  "yes."  However,  unlike
English,  where  a  single  word  can  suffice  in  most  situations,
Chinese offers several ways to say yes depending on the context,
the  verb  used  in  the  question,  and  the  level  of  formality.
Understanding  how  to  say  yes  in  Chinese  is  not  just  about
memorizing  a  translation;  it  is  about  grasping  a  fundamental
difference in how the language structures agreement. This guide
will walk you through the most common and practical ways to
express affirmation, ensuring you sound natural and respectful in
any conversation.

THE MOST COMMON WAY: 是 (SHÌ)

The word 是 (shì)  is often the first word students learn for "yes,"
and  it  is  indeed  very  useful.  However,  it  is  important  to
understand that 是 literally means "to be." You use it to confirm a
statement  or  question  that  involves  a  noun  or  an  adjective
describing a noun. It is the equivalent of saying "it is" or "that is
correct."
For example, if someone asks you:

"你是学生吗?" (Nǐ shì xuéshēng ma?) – "Are you a student?"
You can reply: "是" (Shì) – "Yes" (literally, "am").
Or more fully: "我是学生" (Wǒ shì xuéshēng) – "I am a student."

Using 是 is appropriate when the question uses the verb "to be." It
is  clear,  direct,  and  widely  understood  across  all  Chinese-
speaking regions. For beginners, this is a safe and reliable option.

When Not to Use 是 (Shì)
A  common  mistake  is  using  是  to  answer  every  question.  In
Chinese,  you  do  not  use  是  to  affirm an  action  verb.  If  someone
asks, "Do you eat rice?" (你吃饭吗? – Nǐ chī fàn ma?), replying with "
是" sounds incorrect to a native speaker. For action verbs, you
need a different strategy, which we will cover next.

ANSWERING WITH THE VERB: THE KEY TO NATURAL
AFFIRMATION

The most natural  way to say "yes" in Chinese when asked a
question  with  an  action  verb  is  to  repeat  the  verb  from the
question. This is one of the most important grammar points for
sounding fluent. Instead of a separate word for "yes," you simply
echo the main verb in the affirmative.
Consider these examples:

Question: "你吃饭吗?" (Nǐ chī fàn ma?) – "Do you eat rice?"
Natural "Yes": "吃" (Chī) – "Eat."
Full sentence: "我吃饭" (Wǒ chī fàn) – "I eat rice."

Question: "你喜欢音乐吗?" (Nǐ xǐhuān yīnyuè ma?) – "Do you like
music?"
Natural "Yes": "喜欢" (Xǐhuān) – "Like."

Question: "你去学校吗?" (Nǐ qù xuéxiào ma?) – "Are you going to
school?"

Natural "Yes": "去" (Qù) – "Go."

This method is grammatically precise and immediately marks you
as  someone  who  understands  Chinese  sentence  structure.
Mastering verb echoing is a core skill when learning how to say
yes in Chinese effectively.

USING 对 (DUÌ) FOR CONFIRMATION

Another very common word for "yes" is 对 (duì), which literally
means  "correct"  or  "right."  You  can  use  对  to  agree  with  a
statement  or  confirm  a  fact,  similar  to  saying  "that's  right"  in
English. It is less formal than some other options and works well
in everyday conversation.
For instance:

Statement: "今天很热" (Jīntiān hěn rè) – "Today is hot."
Agreement: "对" (Duì) – "That's right."

Question: "你是小王吗?" (Nǐ shì Xiǎo Wáng ma?) – "Are you Xiao
Wang?"
Reply: "对" (Duì) – "Yes, that's correct."

对 is incredibly versatile and can be used in many situations where
you  simply  want  to  affirm  that  something  is  accurate.  It  is  a
staple  in  daily  Chinese  dialogue.

THE FORMAL YES: 是的 (SHÌ DE)

For a slightly more formal or emphatic affirmation, you can use 是
的 (shì de). This is a combination of 是 and 的, a particle that adds a
sense of certainty or emphasis. It translates well to "yes, indeed"
or  "that  is  so."  You will  hear  it  frequently  in  formal  settings,
interviews, or when someone wants to be very clear and polite.
Example:

Question: "这是您的行李吗?" (Zhè shì nín de xínglǐ ma?) – "Is this
your luggage?" (formal)
Reply: "是的" (Shì de) – "Yes, it is."

Using 是的  shows respect and is a safe choice when interacting
with superiors, elders, or strangers in a formal context.

CASUAL AND INFORMAL AFFIRMATIONS

In casual conversations with friends or family, native speakers
often use shorter, more colloquial words. These are perfect for
text messages or relaxed speech.

嗯 (Ńg / Ěn)
This nasal sound is the Chinese equivalent of "mm-hmm" or "uh-
huh."  It  is  an  informal,  low-effort  way  to  say  yes  during
conversation. It signals that you are listening and agree. While it
is not appropriate for formal writing, it is extremely common in
spoken Chinese.

行 (Xíng)
行 means "okay" or "it works." When someone asks if a plan or
arrangement is acceptable, replying with "行" is a natural way to
say yes. It implies permission or feasibility.

Question: "我们明天见面，行吗?" (Wǒmen míngtiān jiànmiàn, xíng
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ma?) – "Let's meet tomorrow, okay?"
Reply: "行" (Xíng) – "Okay."

好 (Hǎo)
好  literally  means  "good,"  but  it  is  used  constantly  as  an
affirmative  response  meaning  "fine"  or  "alright."  It  is  one  of  the
most  versatile  and  friendly  ways  to  say  yes  in  everyday
situations.

Invitation: "我们一起去吃饭吧" (Wǒmen yīqǐ qù chīfàn ba) – "Let's go
eat together."
Reply: "好" (Hǎo) – "Sure."

可以 (Kěyǐ)
可以 means "can" or "may," and as a response, it grants permission
or agreement. It is a polite and positive way to say yes when
someone asks for approval.

Question: "我可以进来吗?" (Wǒ kěyǐ jìnlái ma?) – "May I come in?"
Reply: "可以" (Kěyǐ) – "You may."

HOW TO SAY YES IN CHINESE TO NEGATIVE
QUESTIONS

This is a classic trap for learners. In English, if someone says,
"You  don't  like  coffee?"  and  you  do  like  coffee,  you  say  "Yes,  I
do." In Chinese, you must agree with the truth of the statement,
not the framing of the question. You answer based on reality, not
the negative structure.
For example:

Question: "你不喜欢咖啡吗?" (Nǐ bù xǐhuān kāfēi ma?) – "You don't
like coffee?"
If you DO like coffee, you say: "不，我喜欢" (Bù, wǒ xǐhuān) –
"No, I like (it)."
Or simply: "喜欢" (Xǐhuān) – "Like."

Notice that  you say "不"  (bù,  meaning "no")  to  contradict  the
negative assumption, followed by the positive verb. This is the
reverse of English logic. Practicing this pattern is essential for
mastering how to say yes in Chinese naturally.

CULTURAL NUANCES OF AFFIRMATION

Beyond  vocabulary,  culture  plays  a  role.  In  Chinese
communication,  maintaining  harmony  and  saving  face  is
important. Sometimes, a direct "no" can be avoided. Instead of a
flat refusal, you might hear a hesitant "yes" followed by a reason.
For  instance,  "好是好，但是..."  (Hǎo shì  hǎo,  dànshì...)  –  "It's  good,
but..." This is a polite way to decline while appearing agreeable.
Understanding  this  context  helps  you  interpret  a  "yes"  more

accurately.  It  may  not  always  mean  a  firm  commitment,
especially  in  negotiations.

PRACTICE SCENARIOS TO BUILD CONFIDENCE

Let  us  apply  these  concepts  in  realistic  dialogues.  Read  the
question, then choose the most appropriate yes.

Friend asks: "你喝茶吗?" (Nǐ hē chá ma?) – "Do you drink1.
tea?"
Best reply: "喝" (Hē) – Repeat the verb.
Colleague asks formally: "您是张经理吗?" (Nín shì Zhāng jīnglǐ2.
ma?) – "Are you Manager Zhang?"
Best reply: "是的" (Shì de) – Formal confirmation.
Family member suggests: "我们去公园吧" (Wǒmen qù3.
gōngyuán ba) – "Let's go to the park."
Best reply: "好" (Hǎo) – Casual agreement.
Someone asks permission: "我可以用你的笔吗?" (Wǒ kěyǐ yòng4.
nǐ de bǐ ma?) – "May I use your pen?"
Best reply: "可以" (Kěyǐ) – Granting permission.
Statement to confirm: "今天是星期一" (Jīntiān shì xīngqī yī) –5.
"Today is Monday."
Best reply: "对" (Duì) – "That's right."

By practicing these exchanges, you internalize the pattern rather
than translating from English.

COMMON MISTAKES TO AVOID

Even advanced learners can slip up. Here are the most frequent
errors when learning how to say yes in Chinese:

Overusing 是 (shì): Using it for action verbs is the number
one mistake. Remember, 是 is for identity and
characteristics, not actions.
Forgetting Verb Echoing: The most natural way to say
yes to an action is to repeat the verb. Neglecting this
makes you sound like a textbook.
Literal Translation of Negative Questions: Answer
based on fact, not the question's wording. Practice this until
it becomes automatic.
Using 嗯 in Formal Situations: While fine with friends,
using the nasal "mm" in a business meeting can seem rude
or disinterested. Match your formality to the context.

CONCLUSION: CHOOSE THE RIGHT YES FOR THE
MOMENT

Learning how to  say yes  in  Chinese reveals  a  language that
values precision, context, and relational harmony. There is no
single universal word. Instead, you have a toolkit: 是 for identity,
verb echoing for actions, 对 for agreement, 好的 for casual plans, 是
的 for formal settings, and several others for specific nuances. By
practicing these variations


