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HOW TO UNZIP FILES ON MAC: THE COMPLETE GUIDE

software. However, different situations call for different
approaches—especially when you encounter other compression
formats like .rar or .7z.

Whether you’ve just downloaded a project archive, received
email attachments from a colleague, or transferred a batch of
photos from a friend, compressed files (commonly known as zip
files) are everywhere. If you're new to macOS or just need a
refresher, knowing how to unzip files on Mac efficiently is a
fundamental skill that saves time and keeps your workflow
smooth. In this comprehensive guide, we'll walk you through
every method—from the built-in tools to powerful third-party
options—so you can extract files with confidence.

Why Zip Files Are So
Common on macOS

Before diving into the “how,” it helps to understand why zip files
are used so frequently. Compression reduces file size, making it
easier to send large amounts of data over email or store multiple
files as a single package. macOS has native support for zip files,
meaning you can unzip files on Mac without installing any extra

BUILT-IN METHODS: THE SIMPLE WAY TO UNZIP FILES
ON MAC

Using Archive Utility (The
Default Tool)

Every Mac comes with a preinstalled utility called Archive
Utility. It works silently in the background and handles most
standard zip files without any fuss. Here’s how to use it:

1. Locate the zip file in Finder. It will have a small zipper
icon on the folder icon.

2. Double-click the file. Archive Utility automatically
decompresses it and places the extracted folder or file in
the same directory.

3. If you prefer more control, right-click (or Ctrl-click) the zip
file and choose Open With > Archive Utility.

That’s it. The utility creates a new folder with the same name as
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the zip file (minus the .zip extension). This method is perfect for
everyday use.

Using the Context Menu
(Right-Click)

Many users prefer a visual approach. Here’s a quick alternative:

1. Right-click the zip file.

2. Select Open With > Archive Utility.

3. Wait a few seconds—the extracted content appears next to
the original zip.

This method works identically to double-clicking but gives you a
choice of different archiving tools if you have them installed.

Extracting to a Specific
Location

Sometimes you want the unzipped files to go directly into a
specific folder, like your Documents or Downloads. The built-in
tools don’t offer a “Save As” dialog by default, but you can still
control the destination:

e Move the zip file to the target folder first, then unzip it.
¢ Or, after unzipping, simply move the extracted folder
wherever you like.

If you need more granular control, third-party apps (covered
later) are a better choice.

UNZIPPING PASSWORD-PROTECTED ZIP FILES ON
MAC

Sometimes a zip file is protected with a password. The built-in
Archive Utility will prompt you for the password. If you don’t have
it, the extraction will fail. Here's how to handle password-
protected archives:

¢ Double-click the protected zip file. A dialog box appears
asking for the password.
e Enter the password and click OK. The files extract normally.

If you receive an error that the file is corrupt or the password is
incorrect, double-check with the sender. Some third-party tools
like The Unarchiver also support password-protected archives
and may offer more detailed error messages.

WHEN BUILT-IN TOOLS AREN'T ENOUGH: THIRD-
PARTY SOLUTIONS

While macOS can unzip standard .zip files natively, you will
eventually encounter other compression formats—such as .rar,
.7z, .tar.gz, or .bz2. For these, you need additional software.
Below are the most trusted options to unzip files on Mac beyond
the basics.
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The Unarchiver - Free and
Feature-Rich

The Unarchiver is widely considered the best free archiver for
macOS. It handles dozens of formats, including RAR, 7z, Zip, Tar,
Gzip, Bzip2, and many older formats like Stufflt. To use it:

1. Download The Unarchiver from the Mac App Store (free).

2. Open it once to configure. You can set it as the default
application for archives.

3. Double-click any archive file—it will automatically open in
The Unarchiver.

You can also right-click any file and choose Open With > The
Unarchiver. The app supports password-protected archives and
allows you to choose where extracted files go.

Keka - A Powerful
Alternative

Keka is another popular choice, especially if you also need to
create compressed archives. It integrates directly into Finder and
supports encryption, split archives, and many formats. To unzip
with Keka:

* Download Keka from the official website or Mac App Store

(paid, but affordable).

 After installation, drag your zip file onto the Keka icon in
the Dock and it will extract.

e You can also set Keka as the default application by right-
clicking a zip file, selecting Get Info, and changing “Open
with” to Keka.

Keka offers a clean interface and excellent performance for large
archives.

Command Line: For
Terminal Enthusiasts

If you're comfortable with the Terminal, macOS provides
command-line tools that offer even more flexibility. The terminal
can handle zip files, tar archives, and more with simple
commands.

USING THE unzIP COMMAND

To unzip a file named archive.zip in your current directory, open
Terminal and type:

unzip archive.zip

Press Enter. The files will be extracted to the current folder. To
extract to a specific folder, use:

unzip archive.zip -d /path/to/destination



USING TAR FOR .TAR.GZ FILES

Many software packages come as .tar.gz or .tgz. Use:
tar -xzf file.tar.gz

The flags: -x extract, -z decompress gzip, -f file. Similarly, for
tar.bz2 use - j instead.

RAR FILES VIA COMMAND LINE

Although macOS doesn’t have a native RAR command, you can
install a free tool like unrar using Homebrew. Once installed, run:

unrar x archive.rar

TROUBLESHOOTING COMMON UNZIPPING ISSUES ON
MAC

Even when you know how to unzip files on Mac, you may hit a
snag. Here are typical problems and their fixes.

“Unable to expand” Error

This often means the zip file is corrupted or incomplete. Try
downloading the file again. If the error persists, the archive may
have been created with a non-standard compression method. Use
a third-party tool like The Unarchiver, which often bypasses such
issues.

File Names Appear as
Garbage Characters

Some zip files contain characters from non-English alphabets or
outdated encoding. The Unarchiver can detect and correct
these—enable the “Handle folder/file names in non-Latin scripts”
option in its preferences.

Password Doesn’t Work

Check with the sender for the correct password. Note that
passwords are case-sensitive. Some archives use AES-256
encryption, which older tools may not support. The Unarchiver
and Keka both support AES-encrypted zip files.

Large Zip Files Take
Forever to Extract

Large archives (several gigabytes) can tax the system. If you're
in a hurry, use the Terminal’s unzip command—it often runs
faster than the GUI tools because it has less overhead. Also,
ensure your Mac has enough free disk space (the extracted
content may be much larger than the zip file).
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BEST PRAGTHIES #QRMANAGING ZIP FILES ON

MACOS

» Keep zip files organized - After extracting, delete the zip
if you no longer need it to save space.

» Use a dedicated unzipping app - For frequent use, set
The Unarchiver as your default. It handles errors gracefully
and supports nearly every format.

e Be wary of unknown archives - Zip files can contain
malware. Only unzip files from trusted sources.

* Leverage Quick Look - Before unzipping, select the zip
file and press Spacebar. You can preview some contents
without extracting, which is handy for large archives.

HOW TO UNZIP FILES ON MAC USING AUTOMATOR
(FOR POWER USERS)

If you unzip files frequently, you can create a quick Automator
workflow to speed things up. For example, set up a folder action
that automatically extracts any zip file dropped into a specific
folder.

Open Automator (from Applications).

Create a new Folder Action.

Choose a folder (e.g., Downloads).

Add the Run Shell Script action with unzip "$@".

Save. Now any zip file added to that folder will be unzipped
automatically.

ukwNh e

This is an advanced tweak but one that can save time if you

HOW TO UNZIP FILES ON MAC FOR 10S (CONTINUITY)

If you receive a zip file on your iPhone or iPad, you can use the
Files app to unzip it. For larger extractions, consider sending the
file to your Mac via AirDrop and then unzip it there. This is
especially useful for RAR or 7z files, which iOS does not natively
support.

UNDERSTANDING COMPRESSION FORMATS: WHEN TO
USE WHAT

While this article focuses on unzipping, understanding formats
helps you choose the right tool:

.zip - The most universal; built-in macOS support.
.tar.gz - Common for software packages and Linux files;
handled by Terminal or The Unarchiver.

.rar - Often used for large files; requires third-party app.
.7z - Excellent compression ratio; use The Unarchiver or
Keka.

CONCLUSION: YOU CAN UNZIP FILES ON MAC WITH
EASE

Unzipping files on a Mac is straightforward once you know the
right tool for the job. For everyday .zip archives, the built-in
Archive Utility works flawlessly. When you encounter other
formats or need advanced features like password handling or
selective extraction, third-party apps like The Unarchiver or Keka



are free or low-cost investments. And for those who love the unzip files on Mac again. Keep this article bookmarked for the
command line, the Terminal gives you ultimate control. With the next time you face an unfamiliar archive—you’ll know exactly
steps and tips provided in this guide, you'll never struggle to what to do.
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