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INTRODUCTION: WHY MANAGING
YOUR MAC’S TRASH MATTERS

If  you’ve  been  using  a  Mac  for  any
l e n g t h  o f  t i m e ,  y o u ’ v e  l i k e l y
accumulated  a  mountain  of  files  you  no
longer  need.  From old  downloads  and
dup l i ca te  pho tos  t o  ou tda ted
presentations  and  forgotten  app
installers, these unwanted items fill your
system’s  Trash  folder.  While  it  might
seem harmless to let them sit there, a
bloated  Trash  can  quietly  eat  up
valuable  disk  space,  slow  down  your
machine, and even interfere with Time
Machine  backups.  Knowing  how  to
empty trash on Mac  regularly is not
just  about  cleanliness—it’s  about
ma in ta in i ng  you r  compute r ’ s
performance and freeing up room for the
t h i n g s  t h a t  m a t t e r .  I n  t h i s
comprehensive  guide,  we’ll  walk  you
through  every  method,  tip,  and  best
practice to keep your Mac’s storage lean
and your workflow smooth.

UNDERSTANDING THE MAC
TRASH: MORE THAN JUST A BIN

The Trash on macOS functions similarly
to the Recycle Bin on Windows.  When
you  delete  a  file,  it  isn’t  erased  from
your drive immediately. Instead, macOS
moves it to the Trash  folder, where it
remains  until  you  take  the  final  step  of
emptying it. This safety net allows you to
recover  files  if  you  change  your  mind,
but  it  also  means  that  “deleted”  data

still occupies space.
There are two general types of deletion
actions on a Mac:

Moving to Trash: The file is
relocated to the Trash folder. You
can drag items there, use the
context menu, or press Command
+ Delete.
Immediate deletion (bypassing
Trash): Using Option +
Command + Delete permanently
deletes a file without sending it to
the Trash. This is irreversible in
most cases.

For most users, regular emptying of the
Trash is the best practice. But how to
empty  trash  on  Mac  isn’t  always
obvious—especially for  beginners.  Let’s
break down all the native methods, plus
a few tricks to automate the process.

METHOD 1: THE STANDARD WAY
– USING THE DOCK

The  quickest  and  most  visual  way  to
empty the Trash is  through the Dock.
Follow these steps:

Locate the Trash icon on the right1.
side of the Dock. If there are items
inside, the icon will appear as a
filled bin.
Control-click (or right-click) the2.
Trash icon.
Select “Empty Trash” from the3.
context menu.
A confirmation dialog will appear:4.
“Are you sure you want to
permanently erase the items in the
Trash?”
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Click “Empty Trash” to confirm,5.
or hold down the Option key to
skip the confirmation the next
time.

Pro  Tip:  If  you  want  to  bypass  the
confirmation  dialog  entirely,  hold  the
Option  key  while  clicking  “Empty
Trash.”  The menu item will  change to
“Empty  Trash… (Option)”  and  execute
immediately.

METHOD 2: USING THE MENU
BAR

If you prefer using the menu bar at the
top of the screen, macOS offers a Finder-
based approach:

Open a Finder window by clicking1.
the desktop or the Finder icon in
the Dock.
In the menu bar, click Finder >2.
Empty Trash.
Alternatively, you can use the3.
keyboard shortcut Shift +
Command + Delete.
Confirm the action when4.
prompted.

This  method is  nearly  identical  to  the
Dock route, but some users find it  more
convenient  when  they  already  have
Finder  active.

METHOD 3: SECURE EMPTY
TRASH (LEGACY AND
ALTERNATIVE)

Older versions of macOS (before macOS
Sierra) included a Secure Empty Trash
option  that  overwrote  deleted  data  to
prevent  recovery.  That  feature  was
removed because modern SSDs handle
data  differently,  and  standard  deletion
on an SSD is already secure enough for
most purposes. However, if you’re using
an older Mac or need additional peace of

mind,  you  can  still  achieve  a  similar
result  by  enabling  FileVault  (full  disk
encryption)  or  using third‑party  secure
deletion tools.
For  modern  Macs  with  SSDs,  simply
performing  a  standard  empty  Trash  is
sufficient for everyday needs.

METHOD 4: EMPTYING THE
TRASH FROM THE COMMAND
LINE (TERMINAL)

If you’re comfortable with the Terminal,
you can delete everything in the Trash
without opening Finder. This is especially
useful  when  the  Trash  becomes
corrupted or when you need to automate
the process.

Open Terminal (from Applications1.
> Utilities).
Type the following command and2.
press Return:
sudo rm -rf ~/.Trash/*
Enter your administrator password3.
when prompted.
To empty the Trash of other user4.
accounts, replace ~/.Trash with
/Users/username/.Trash.

Warning:  The  rm  -rf  command  is
permanent and does not move files to a
secondary  location.  Double‑check  your
command before pressing Enter.

METHOD 5: EMPTYING MULTIPLE
USERS’ TRASH (FOR
ADMINISTRATORS)

If you manage a Mac shared by several
users  (e.g.,  a  family  computer  or  a
school lab), you may need to empty the
Trash for all accounts. Here’s how to do
it via Terminal with sudo privileges:

Open Terminal.1.
Run: sudo rm -rf2.
/Users/*/.Trash/* (this
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empties the Trash for every user).
Alternatively, use a script to3.
exclude the current user’s Trash
by adding an extra condition.

This is an advanced technique, so always
ensure  you  have  backups  and  that
legitimate  files  aren’t  accidentally
removed.

METHOD 6: EMPTYING THE
TRASH WHEN ITEMS ARE “IN
USE”

Sometimes  you’ll  encounter  an  error
message that says “The operation can’t
be  completed  because  the  item  is  in
use.” This happens when a file inside the
Trash  is  still  being  accessed  by  an
application or a background process. To
resolve this, try the following:

Quit all open applications that
might be using the file.
Log out and back in to release
file locks.
Restart your Mac – this clears
most temporary locks.
Use Terminal with the lsof
command to identify the locking
process: lsof | grep Trash.
Then quit or force‑quit that
process.
If all else fails, boot into Safe
Mode (hold Shift during startup)
and try emptying the Trash again.

METHOD 7: AUTOMATING TRASH
EMPTIES (SET A SCHEDULE)

If  you often forget to empty the Trash
manually, you can automate the process
using  macOS’s  built‑in  automation
tools—iCal/Calendar combined with an
AppleScript,  or  using launchd  through
Terminal.

Using Calendar
and AppleScript:

Open Script Editor (in1.
Applications > Utilities).
Paste: tell application2.
"Finder" to empty trash
Save the script as an application3.
(File > Export, choose
“Application”).
Open Calendar, create a recurring4.
event (e.g., every Friday at 5 PM).
Set the alarm to “Run script” and5.
select the saved AppleScript
application.
Every week, the event will trigger6.
the script and empty your Trash
automatically.

Using a Launch
Agent
(Advanced):

In Terminal, create a plist file in1.
~/Library/LaunchAgents/.
Configure it to run a command2.
(like rm -rf ~/.Trash/*) on a
schedule (e.g., daily).
Load the agent with launchctl3.
load.

This  gives  you  fine‑grained  control  but
requires  basic  knowledge  of  XML  and
terminal commands.

METHOD 8: EMPTYING THE
TRASH USING A THIRD‑PARTY
APP

Several free and paid utilities add extra
functionality  to  the  Trash.  Examples
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include:

CleanMyMac X – offers a “Space
Lens” and one‑click trash
emptying with smart scanning.
Trash X – places a small trash
icon in your menu bar for quick
access.
Hazel – a powerful automation
tool that can automatically empty
the Trash when it reaches a
certain size or age.

These tools can be helpful if you manage
many files, but for most users, the native
methods are perfectly adequate.

COMMON MISTAKES AND
PITFALLS TO AVOID

1. Accidentally
Deleting
Important Files
Always  double‑check  the  contents  of
your Trash before emptying it. You can
use  Quick  Look  (press  Space)  to
preview  files  without  opening  them.

2. Expecting an
Undo Option
Once you empty the Trash,  the files are
gone (unless you have a backup). There
is no “Undo Empty Trash” command. If
you need to recover an emptied file, you
must use a Time Machine backup or a
third‑party data recovery tool.

3. Forgetting
About the iCloud
Drive Trash
If  you  use  iCloud  Drive,  files  deleted
from  iCloud  are  moved  to  the  iCloud
Trash,  which  has  a  30‑day  retention
period.  To free up iCloud storage,  you
must empty that Trash separately. Open
iCloud  Drive  in  Finder,  then  click
Recently Deleted  in  the  sidebar  and
choose Delete All.

4. Not Emptying
Trash on
External Drives
When  you  delete  files  from  an  external
drive or a USB stick, they are moved to a
local Trash on that drive. To empty it,
you must eject the drive or use Terminal
with  the volume’s  path  (e.g.,  rm -rf
/Volumes/MyDrive/.Trashes/*).

TIPS FOR KEEPING YOUR MAC’S
STORAGE HEALTHY

Emptying the Trash is just one part of
storage  hygiene.  Here  are  additional
practices:

Use Optimized Storage: Go to
Apple menu > About This Mac
> Storage > Manage and enable
options like “Empty Trash
Automatically” (30‑day rule),
“Store in iCloud,” and “Reduce
Clutter.”
Clean Up Downloads Folder:
Sort by date and delete files older
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than a month.
Uninstall Unused Applications:
Drag them to Trash and remember
to empty it afterward.
Run Disk Utility First Aid:
Occasionally check your drive for
errors.
Consider a Storage Analyzer:
Apps like DaisyDisk or
GrandPerspective show you
exactly what’s taking up space.

CONCLUSION

Knowing how to empty trash on Mac

is  a  fundamental  skill  that  every  user
should  master.  Whether  you  use  the
Dock,  the  menu  bar,  a  keyboard
shortcut,  Terminal,  or  an  automated
script,  regularly  purging  unneeded  files
helps  your  Mac  run  faster  and  stay
organized.  Remember  to  check  for
locked  files,  empty  the  iCloud  Trash
separately,  and  consider  setting  up  a
recurring reminder if you tend to forget.
With the methods outlined above,  you
now  have  complete  control  over  your
digital  waste—so  go  ahead,  clear  that
Trash,  and give your  Mac a  breath of
fresh air.


