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INTRODUCTION TO ZIP FILES ON MACOS

If you've ever downloaded a collection of photos, received a software package, or downloaded a batch of documents from the internet, chances are
you've encountered a zip file. Zip files are the most common compressed archive format, allowing multiple files to be bundled together and reduced
in size for easier storage and transfer. For Mac users, the process of opening these files is remarkably straightforward, yet many people are unaware
of the variety of methods available—from the built-in tools that come pre-installed with macOS to powerful third-party alternatives that handle every
possible edge case.
This comprehensive guide will walk you through every reliable method for how to open zip files on Mac, whether you're a beginner who just wants
to  double-click  and  get  your  files,  or  an  advanced user  who needs  to  extract  encrypted  archives  or  split  volumes.  We'll  cover  the  built-in  Archive
Utility, the command-line approach using Terminal, and the best third-party apps that add extra functionality like batch extraction and support for
rare formats. By the end of this article, you'll be able to handle any zip file—and many other compressed formats—with confidence and efficiency.

METHOD 1: USING THE BUILT-IN ARCHIVE UTILITY (DEFAULT OPTION)

macOS includes a native tool called Archive Utility that handles zip files automatically. It is pre-installed on every Mac and works seamlessly with
the Finder. Here's how to use it:

Double-Click to Extract
The simplest way to open a zip file is to locate it in the Finder and double-click it. The Archive Utility will automatically decompress it and place an
unzipped folder or file in the same directory as the original zip. The original zip file remains untouched. This method works for the vast majority of
standard zip archives.

Right-Click and Select "Open With"
If you prefer more control, right-click (or Control-click) the zip file and choose Open With > Archive Utility. Alternatively, you can select Open from
the context menu, which will achieve the same result.

Change Default Extraction Location
By  default,  Archive  Utility  extracts  files  to  the  folder  where  the  zip  file  is  located.  If  you  want  all  extractions  to  go  to  a  specific  folder  (e.g.,  your
Desktop or Downloads), you can change this setting:

Open the Finder.1.
In the menu bar, click Finder > Services > Archive Utility (or search for Archive Utility in Spotlight).2.
Go to Archive Utility > Preferences (in the menu bar).3.
Under Extraction, choose Save expanded files to a custom folder.4.

This native method is fast,  requires no additional  software, and works perfectly for most standard zip files.  However,  it  has limitations: it  does not
support password-protected zip files, it cannot repair corrupted archives, and it only handles .zip format natively (not .rar, .7z, or .tar.gz). For those
needs, read on.

METHOD 2: USING TERMINAL (COMMAND LINE FOR POWER USERS)

For  users  comfortable  with  the  command  line,  the  unzip  command  offers  granular  control  over  extraction.  This  method  is  especially  useful  for
scripting,  batch  processing,  or  when  you  need  to  extract  files  to  a  specific  location  without  using  the  mouse.

Basic Extraction
Open Terminal (found in Applications > Utilities) and navigate to the folder containing your zip file using the cd command. Then type:
unzip filename.zip

Replace filename.zip with the actual name. The files will be extracted to the current directory.

Extract to a Specific Directory
To extract the contents into a specific folder (which will be created if it doesn't exist), use the -d flag:
unzip filename.zip -d ~/Desktop/MyFolder

List Contents Without Extracting
To see what is inside the zip without extracting, use:
unzip -l filename.zip

Extract Password-Protected Zip Files
The Terminal's unzip command can handle password-protected archives. Simply add the -P flag followed by the password:
unzip -P password filename.zip

Security Note: Typing a password directly in the command line exposes it in the shell history. For better security, omit the -P flag and Terminal will
prompt you for the password interactively.

Overwrite Files Without Prompting
When extracting, if files already exist, unzip will ask if you want to overwrite. Use -o to automatically overwrite:
unzip -o filename.zip

Terminal gives you full scriptability, but it requires memorizing flags and typing commands—it's not ideal for everyday casual use.

METHOD 3: USING THIRD-PARTY APPLICATIONS (ENHANCED CAPABILITIES)

While macOS's built-in tools are sufficient for basic needs, many users regularly encounter zip files that are password-protected, split  into multiple
parts, or in alternative formats like RAR, 7z, or TAR.GZ. For these cases, third-party applications are indispensable. Below are the most recommended
tools for how to open zip files on Mac and more.

The Unarchiver – Free and Feature-Rich
The Unarchiver is the gold standard for free archive extraction on macOS. It supports virtually every compression format (including .zip, .rar, .7z,
.tar, .bz2, .gz, .xz, .iso, and many more). It also handles password-protected zip files and automatically opens archives with a simple double-click after
you set it as the default application.

How to install: Download from the Mac App Store (free).
How to use: After installation, double-click any archive file, and The Unarchiver will extract it. You can also right-click and choose Open With
> The Unarchiver.
Advanced settings: You can configure extraction to a specific folder, set it to automatically delete the zip after extraction, or choose to open
the containing folder after extraction.

Keka – Feature-Packed and Free (Donation-based)
Keka is another popular macOS utility that excels at both extraction and creation of archives. It supports all major formats and offers a clean, modern
interface. Keka is available on the Mac App Store (paid version) or for free from the developer's website.

Key features: Create password-protected archives, split archives into volumes, extract partially corrupted archives, and integrate with Finder
for one-click extraction.
How to use: Drag and drop archives onto the Keka window, or set it as the default handler for zip files.
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BetterZip – Premium All-in-One Solution
For  professional  users  who  need  to  manage  archives  regularly,  BetterZip  is  a  paid  application  (around  $25)  that  provides  a  full-fledged  archive
manager.  It  allows you to preview the contents of  an archive before extracting,  modify archives (add or  remove files without recompressing),  and
repair broken archives.

Ideal for: Handling large or complex archives, editing archive contents, and batch processing.
How to use: Download from Mac App Store or the developer's site. Open BetterZip, then drag your zip file onto its window or use the file
browser.

Recommendation: For 99% of users, The Unarchiver is the best free option. If you frequently create archives or need advanced repair
features, consider Keka or BetterZip.

TROUBLESHOOTING COMMON ZIP FILE ISSUES ON MAC

Even with the right tools, you may encounter problems when trying to open zip files. Below are the most frequent issues and their solutions.

Corrupted or Incomplete Zip Files
If a zip file fails to open or displays an error message like "End-of-central-directory signature not found," the file may be corrupted or only partially
downloaded. First, ensure the download completed fully. Try downloading the file again from the source. If the corruption persists, some third-party
tools like BetterZip or Keka have "repair archive" features that can sometimes recover data from damaged zip files.

Password-Protected Zip Files
macOS's built-in Archive Utility cannot extract password-protected zip files. You will need either a Terminal command (as described above) or a third-
party app like The Unarchiver or Keka. When prompted, enter the password exactly (note that zip encryption is case-sensitive). If you've forgotten the
password, there is no easy way to recover it—zip encryption is strong.

Split Zip Archives (e.g., .z01, .z02, .zip)

Some users download archives that are split into multiple parts (often created with WinZip or 7-Zip). To open them, you must have all parts in the
same folder. The primary .zip file will reference the other parts automatically. Use a third-party tool like Keka or The Unarchiver—these handle split
archives natively. The built-in Archive Utility may fail with these multi-part files.

Zip Files Downloaded from Untrusted Sources
macOS  may  block  the  extraction  of  zip  files  that  contain  applications  or  executables  from unidentified  developers.  If  you  see  a  warning,  you  can
override it by going to System Settings > Privacy & Security and allowing the app to run. Alternatively, right-click the extracted application and
select Open to bypass the block once. Be cautious with files from unknown sources—scan them with antivirus software if possible.

Zip File Appears Empty After Extraction
Sometimes an extraction appears to produce an empty folder. This can happen if the zip used a folder structure that macOS cannot display (e.g.,
invisible files or hidden folders).  Check the folder using Terminal (ls -la),  or reveal hidden files with the shortcut Command+Shift+Dot (.)  in the
Finder. Another possibility is that the zip file was created on Windows with illegal characters (like : or \) that macOS replaces or omits. Using a robust
third-party extractor often resolves this.

BONUS: HOW TO CREATE ZIP FILES ON MAC

Knowing how to open zip files is half the battle—the other half is creating them. macOS also includes built-in compression. Here's how to make a zip
file:

Compress Files Using the Finder
Select the file(s) or folder(s) you want to compress in the Finder.1.
Control-click (or right-click) and choose Compress [number] Items.2.
A zip file named Archive.zip (or the name of the folder) will appear in the same location.3.

Create Password-Protected Zip Files
macOS's built-in compression does not support password protection. For that, use the Terminal command:
zip -e archive


