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INTRODUCTION:
UNDERSTANDING HOW TO
UNINSTALL PROGRAMS ON A
MAC

For  many  users  transitioning  from
Windows  or  even  longtime  macOS
enthusiasts,  the  process  of  how  to
uninstall  programs  on  a  Mac  can
seem  deceptively  simple.  Unlike
Windows,  which  of ten  re l ies  on
dedicated  uninstallers,  macOS  is
designed  to  let  you  drag  applications
from the Applications folder to the Trash.
However,  this  straightforward  method
o f t e n  l e a v e s  b e h i n d  l e f t o v e r
files—preferences,  caches,  and  support
data—that can clutter your system over
time.  Whether  you  are  freeing  up
storage  space,  removing  outdated
sof tware,  or  t roubleshoot ing  a
problematic  app,  understanding  the
complete  removal  process  is  essential
for  maintaining  a  clean  and  efficient
Mac. In this guide, we will explore every
reliable method to uninstall programs on
a  Mac,  from  the  basic  drag-and-drop
approach to advanced manual  cleanup
and third-party uninstallers. By the end,
you will have a thorough understanding
of  how  to  remove  apps  on  macOS
without leaving digital crumbs behind.

METHOD 1: THE QUICKEST WAY –

DRAGGING FROM THE
APPLICATIONS FOLDER

The most intuitive and commonly used
method for  uninstalling programs on a
Mac is to drag the application from the
Applications  folder  to  the  Trash.  This
method works for  the vast  majority of
apps that  do not  come with  a  built-in
uninstaller. Here is how it works:

Open the Applications folder1.
from Finder (or choose Go >
Applications from the menu bar).
Locate the application you want to2.
remove.
Click and drag the app icon to the3.
Trash (located at the end of the
Dock) or right-click the app and
select Move to Trash.
Enter your administrator password4.
if prompted (for apps installed in
the system-wide Applications
folder).
Empty the Trash by right-clicking5.
the Trash icon and selecting
Empty Trash.

Important Considerations: While this
method  removes  the  main  application
bundle,  it  does not remove preference
files, cached data, or support files stored
in the Library folders. For many users,
this leftover data is negligible, but if you
are trying to completely erase an app
and  all  its  traces,  you  will  need  to
perform  additional  cleanup  steps
described later in this article. Also, note
that  some  built-in  macOS  applications
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(like Safari,  Mail,  or Photos) cannot be
removed  this  way  without  disabling
System Integrity Protection (SIP) – which
is generally not recommended.

METHOD 2: UNINSTALLING VIA
LAUNCHPAD – IDEAL FOR MAC
APP STORE APPS

If  you downloaded an application from
the Mac App Store, the easiest way to
uninstall  it  is  through Launchpad.  This
method is designed for App Store apps
and works similarly to iOS. To uninstall a
program on Mac using Launchpad:

Open Launchpad from the Dock1.
(the rocket icon) or use a trackpad
gesture (pinch with thumb and
three fingers).
Locate the app you want to2.
remove. You can swipe left or right
through pages, or use the search
bar at the top.
Click and hold down the app icon3.
until it starts jiggling (like on an
iPhone).
Click the small X button that4.
appears in the top-left corner of
the app icon.
Click Delete in the confirmation5.
dialog.

Launchpad  uninstallation  removes  the
app  and  its  associated  container.
However, like dragging to Trash, it may
still  leave  some  preference  files  intact.
For  App  Store  apps,  the  removal  is
usually  cleaner  than  for  manually
installed  apps,  but  if  you  want  to  be
thorough,  manual  cleanup  is  stil l
recommended.

METHOD 3: USING A DEDICATED
UNINSTALLER – FOR APPS THAT
INCLUDE ONE

Many  professional  applications,

especially  those from large developers
like  Adobe,  Microsoft,  or  antivirus
software,  come with  their  own built-in
uninstallers. These specialized tools are
designed to remove not just the app but
also  all  its  supporting  files,  background
processes, and kernel extensions. If an
app  includes  an  uninstaller,  you  will
typically  find  it  inside  the  application
bundle or in a separate folder within the
Applications folder. Here is how to check:

Open the Applications folder and
look for a folder with the app's
name (e.g., "Microsoft Office" or
"Adobe Creative Cloud").
Inside that folder, look for a utility
named Uninstall, Uninstaller, or
Remove App.
Double-click the uninstaller and
follow the on-screen instructions.
You may need to enter your
administrator password to
complete the removal.

Always  use  the  official  uninstaller  if  one
exists.  This  is  the  safest  and  most
comprehensive  way  to  uninstal l
programs on a Mac, as it is designed by
the  developer  and  handles  all  the
dependencies  correctly.  Skipping  the
uninstaller and simply deleting the app
can  leave  behind  service  daemons  or
launch  agents  that  may  cause  issues
later.

METHOD 4: MANUAL CLEANUP –
REMOVING LEFTOVER FILES

Even after dragging an app to the Trash
or  using  Launchpad,  residual  files  often
remain. These files can accumulate over
time and take  up  significant  disk  space.
To  perform  a  thorough  cleanup  when
uninstalling  programs  on  a  Mac,  you
need to manually delete leftover data.
Here is where to look:
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Where Do
Leftover Files
Hide?

~/Library/Preferences/ –
Contains .plist files that store app
settings. Look for files with the
app's bundle identifier (e.g.,
com.example.app.plist).
~/Library/Caches/ – Temporary
data files used by the app. Delete
folders related to the app name.
~/Library/Application Support/
– This is a major folder where apps
store saved states, databases, and
configurations. Look for a
subfolder with the app's name.
~/Library/Containers/ – Many
sandboxed apps store their data
here. Deleting the container folder
(named with the app's bundle
identifier) removes all app data.
/Library/Preferences/ and
/Library/Application Support/
(system-wide Library) – Check
these if the app was installed for
all users.
~/Library/Logs/ – Log files can be
safely deleted.
~/Library/LaunchAgents/ and
/Library/LaunchDaemons/ –
Remove any .plist files associated
with the app that might run
background processes.

Important Note: The ~/Library folder
is  hidden  by  default  in  recent  macOS
versions. To access it, open Finder, press
Command + Shift + . (period) to show
hidden  files,  or  choose  Go  >  Go  to
Folder  and  type  ~/Library.
Manual  cleanup  requires  caution.

Deleting  the  wrong  file  can  affect  other
applications  or  system  stability.  Only
remove  files  that  clearly  belong  to  the
app you have uninstalled. A good rule of
thumb is to search the Library folders for
the app's name or its developer name.

METHOD 5: USING A THIRD-
PARTY UNINSTALLER – FOR
BULKY CLEANUPS

If you frequently uninstall programs on a
Mac and want a faster, more automated
approach,  consider  using  a  third-party
uninstaller tool. These applications scan
your system for not only the app but also
its  associated  files  and  remove  them  in
one go. Popular options include:

AppCleaner – Free, lightweight,
and open-source. Just drag the app
into its window, and it finds and
lists all related files for you to
delete.
CleanMyMac X – A
comprehensive system
optimization tool that includes a
powerful uninstaller module. It
removes apps and all support files,
including widgets and plugins.
MacBooster – Provides a similar
uninstall feature plus other
cleanup utilities.
TrashMe 3 – Another paid option
with a drag-and-drop interface and
additional features like widget and
preference pane removal.

Third-party  uninstallers  are  especially
useful when you want to remove apps
that  have  many  scattered  files,  such  as
Adobe Creative Suite, Microsoft Office, or
Firewall  and  antivirus  programs.
However,  always download these tools
from  reputable  sources  to  avoid
malware. Even with a third-party tool, it
is a good idea to review the list of files it
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proposes  to  delete  to  ensure  nothing
critical is removed accidentally.

SPECIAL CASES: UNINSTALLING
BUILT-IN MACOS APPS

Apple has made most of its built-in apps
(like  Stocks,  Voice  Memos,  and  Maps)
removable in recent versions of macOS.
However,  apps  like  Safari,  Messages,
and Mail are still tightly integrated and
cannot be completely uninstalled without
disabling System Integrity Protection. To
remove a built-in app that is removable:

Open the Applications folder.1.
Locate the built-in app (e.g.,2.
Chess, Stickies, or QuickTime
Player).
Drag it to the Trash or right-click3.
and select Move to Trash.
Empty the Trash.4.

If you want to remove an app that is not
normally deletable,  you would need to
reboot  into  macOS  Recovery,  launch
Terminal,  and  disable  SIP.  This  is  not
recommended  for  most  users,  as  it
reduces  system  security.  Instead,
consider simply hiding unwanted built-in
apps or ignoring them.

HOW TO UNINSTALL PROGRAMS
ON A MAC THAT DON’T APPEAR
IN APPLICATIONS

Some  applications,  especially  installer-
based  ones  or  those  that  run  as  a
background  service,  may  not  have  a
visible icon in the Applications folder. For
instance, preference panes (installed in
System Preferences), widgets, or kernel
extensions. To uninstall such programs:

Preference Panes: Go to
/Library/PreferencePanes/ or
~/Library/PreferencePanes/ and
move the .prefPane file to Trash.

Launch Agents/Daemons:
Remove .plist files from
~/Library/LaunchAgents/ or
/Library/LaunchDaemons/.
Kernel Extensions: These are
rare. Use a dedicated uninstaller
from the developer or manually
remove .kext files from
/Library/Extensions/ (requires
entering your password and
possibly rebooting).
Homebrew-installed apps: If
you use the command-line
package manager Homebrew,
uninstall programs with commands
like brew uninstall
name_of_formula.

A lways  check  the  deve loper ' s
documentation for  the correct  removal
method for non-standard apps.

WHY PROPER UNINSTALLATION
MATTERS FOR MAC
PERFORMANCE

Leftover files after uninstalling programs
on a Mac might seem harmless, but over
time  they  can  consume  gigabytes  of
storage  and  slow  down  your  system.
Caches and support  files can also cause
conflicts  if  you  reinstall  the  same
application later. Moreover, background
processes  launched  by  orphaned  .plist
files can run in the background, wasting
CPU and memory.  By taking the extra
step  to  clean  up  after  uninstalling  an
app, you ensure that your Mac remains
responsive  and  clutter-free.  For  users
with  l imited  SSD  storage,  every
megabyte  counts.

COMMON MISTAKES TO AVOID
WHEN UNINSTALLING APPS ON
MACOS

Not emptying the Trash
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immediately – The app is not
actually removed until you empty
it. If you don't, the app can still be
launched from the Trash
accidentally.
Deleting the .app file only – As
discussed, this leaves behind

support files. Always do a follow-up
cleanup.
Using force delete for locked
apps – If an app says it's in use,
quit it completely via Activity
Monitor instead


