
Asking someone how they are doing is a universal way cultures across the planet greet someone 
or show that they care about the person’s life or state of mind since they last saw them. 

Today, we will teach you how to say “How are you doing” in the Korean language. This will 
prove useful when seeing your Korean friends and it’s a common phrase you’ll hear often so 
let’s get started! 

Here, we’ll start with the most common versions of this phrase: 

잘 지냈어요? (jal ji-nae-sseo-yo) 

어떻게 지냈어요? (eo-teo-kke ji-nae-sseo-yo?) 

These use the standard politeness level that you can use with basically anyone with whom you 
are not close to or don’t know very well. If we break the first phrase down, we get: 

잘 = well 

지냈어요 which comes from the verb 지내다 which means to spend time. 

So as you can see, the literal translation is more like “Have you spent your time well?” or “Have 
you been living well?” 

For the second phrase, the verb remains the same, but 잘 has changed into 어떻게 which means 
how. Although this is the more literal version of “How are you doing?”, this is less commonly 
used than the first one. 

Another way to say the phrase in the standard politeness form is: 

잘 있었어요? (jal i-sseo-seo-yo) 

Again, you can use this with people who you don’t know well and are in similar rank or age. 

Here, we can see the word ‘잘’ again, but this time, the verb we are using is 있다 which when 
conjugated, turns into 있었요 (past tense). The literal translation for this phrase is something like 
“Have you been well?” 



A good thing to know is that you will never want to use these with someone you’ve just met for 
the first time. 

Now if you want to ask someone older than you or someone in a higher position than you how 
they are doing, you will want to use: 

잘 지내셨어요? (jal ji-nae-syeo-sseo-yo) 

And for the lowest level of speech (casual), you can use: 

잘 지내? ( jal ji-nae) 

Now, let’s move onto another way to say how are you doing. This one when translated, actually 
translates to something completely different, but the context makes its translation one of asking 
how someone is doing. Here it is: 

밥 먹었어요? (bab meo-geo-sseo-yo) 

 
 



Directly translated, this means “Have you eaten?” The reason why this evolved to be used in this 
manner is because for many years, Korea was a developing country with food being scarce. So 
saying you’ve had a meal was equated with health and no worries (at least until the next meal). 

밥 is the word for rice, or meal in Korean, and 먹었어요 is the conjugated form of the verb 먹다 
which means to eat. 

If asked this question and you say you haven’t eaten, you just might see some food in front of 
you all of a sudden. So if you don’t want to run the risk of burdening someone with giving you 
food, then simply answer with “네 먹었어요” (Yes, I’ve eaten.) It’s a great way for Koreans to 
show they’re concerned about your well being. 

Now, what if you wanted to respond to this question? Here are a few ways to respond to people 
asking how are you in Korean. 

§ 저는 잘 지냈어요 (je-neun jal ji-nae-sseo-yo) = I’ve been doing fine. (Standard) 
§ 나는 잘 지냈어 (na-neun jal ji-nae-sseo-yo) = I’ve been doing fine (Casual) 
§ 괜찮아요 ( gwaen-chan-a-yo) = I’m fine. 
§ 기분이 별로예요 (gi-bun-i byeol-lo-yo) = I’m feeling bad. 
§ 나쁘지 않아요 (na-ppeu-ji an-a-yo) = I’m not bad. 

Now some important info to know is that while all of these are acceptable as a translation for 
asking someone “How are you?”, Koreans will actually just use “안녕하세요?” instead. There 
really is no direct translation for asking this question so if you’re having trouble remembering 
these at first, simply use “안녕하세요?” instead and you will be fine. 

 


