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How to Reformat a Hard Drive on Mac: A Step by Step Guide

Reformatting a hard drive on a Mac is a common task for users who need to erase data, change file systems, or
prepare an external drive for a fresh start. Whether you're troubleshooting a sluggish drive, migrating to a new Mac,
or simply cleaning up after a long period of use, knowing how to reformat a hard drive on macOS can save you
time and prevent data loss. This guide walks you through every step—from backing up your information to choosing
the right format and executing the reformat with Disk Utility or the Terminal. By the end, you'll have the confidence
to tackle any drive reformatting scenario on your Mac.

Why Reformatting Might Be Necessary

Before diving into the process, it's helpful to understand why you might want to reformat a hard drive on macOS.
Common reasons include:

¢ Clearing Corrupted Data: A drive that's become corrupted or contains malware may need a fresh start.

* Changing File Systems: You may want to switch from Mac OS Extended (HFS+) to APFS for better
performance on SSDs.

e Preparing an External Drive: When sharing a drive with Windows PCs, formatting to exFAT or FAT32 ensures
cross platform compatibility.

* Freeing Up Space: Removing old partitions or merging them can reclaim valuable storage.

¢ Upgrading Hardware: A new internal drive often requires formatting before use.

Regardless of the reason, reformatting always deletes all data on the selected partition, so a thorough backup is
essential.

Pre Reformat Checklist

Reformatting a drive is irreversible. Follow these steps to protect your data and avoid mistakes:

1. Back Up Important Files: Use Time Machine, iCloud, or an external drive to copy photos, documents, and
other critical files.

2. Verify the Drive’s Health: Run Disk Utility > First Aid to detect errors that might complicate the reformat.

3. Determine the Desired Format: Identify whether you need APFS, Mac OS Extended (Journaled), exFAT, or
another format based on your use case.

4. Check the Drive’s Partition Map: For internal drives, a GUID Partition Map (GPT) is standard; for older drives,
you might see Master Boot Record (MBR).

5. Disconnect Unnecessary Devices: Only keep the drive you intend to reformat connected to avoid accidental
erasure of other drives.

Choosing the Right File System

macOS supports several file systems. Selecting the appropriate one depends on the drive type, intended use, and
compatibility requirements.

APFS (Apple File System)



APFS is the default file system for macOS High Sierra (10.13) and later, especially on SSDs. It offers:

e Fast read/write speeds

e Encryption support

¢ Space sharing between volumes
e Improved crash resilience

Use APFS if you're reformatting an internal SSD or an external SSD that will only be used with macOS.

Mac OS Extended (Journaled) — HFS+

HFS+ remains the standard for mechanical hard drives (HDDs) and older macOS installations. It's also the only
format that supports Time Machine backups on external drives for macOS versions prior to 10.13.

exFAT

exFAT provides cross platform compatibility between macOS, Windows, and Linux. It's ideal for portable drives that
will be shared across different operating systems.

MS-DOS (FAT) / FAT32

FAT32 is limited to 4 GB file size but is widely supported. Use it for legacy devices or when you need maximum
compatibility, though APFS or exFAT are usually preferable.

Reformatting a Drive Using Disk Utility

Disk Utility is the graphical tool that comes with macOS, making reformatting straightforward for most users. Follow
the steps below:

Step 1 — Open Disk Utility
Navigate to Applications &gt; Utilities &gt; Disk Utility, or search for it via Spotlight (# + Space). Once launched, you'll
see a sidebar listing all connected drives.

Step 2 — Select the Drive

« If you're reformatting an external drive, click the drive’s name in the sidebar.
¢ For internal drives, choose the physical disk (e.g., Macintosh HD) rather than the volume.

Be careful to pick the correct drive; selecting a wrong one can wipe your entire system.

Step 3 — Erase the Drive

Click the Erase button at the top of the Disk Utility window.

In the dialog that appears, give the drive a name (e.g., “MyData”).
Choose the Format from the dropdown menu:

APFS — for SSDs or macOS only usage.

Mac OS Extended (Journaled) — for HDDs or older macOS.

6. exFAT — for cross platform sharing.
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Disk Utility will erase the drive and create a fresh volume. The progress bar indicates completion. Once finished,
you'll see the new volume in the sidebar.

Step 4 — Verify the Format

Right click the new volume and chooseGet Info. The “Format” field will confirm the file system you selected. If the
drive was previously partitioned into multiple volumes, you may need to delete the old partitions first before erasing.



Reformatting a Drive Using the Terminal

For advanced users or when Disk Utility fails, the Terminal offers a powerful alternative. This method uses the
diskutil command, which provides granular control over partitioning and formatting.

Step 1 — Identify the Target Disk

Open Terminal (Applications &gt; Utilities &gt; Terminal). Type the following command to list all connected disks:

diskutil list

Locate the disk identifier (e.g., /dev/disk2) of the drive you wish to reformat. Do not confusethe physical disk
(e.g., /dev/disk2) with a volume (e.g., /dev/disk2s1).

Step 2 — Erase the Disk
Run the following command, replacing /dev/disk2 with your disk identifier and MyData with your desired volume
name:

diskutil eraseDisk APFS "MyData" GPT /dev/disk2

Explanation of parameters:

* APFS - the file system format.

e "MyData" — the name of the new volume.

e GPT — the partition scheme (GUID Partition Map).
* /dev/disk2 — the target disk.

To format to Mac OS Extended (Journaled), replace APFS with JHFS+. For exFAT, use exfat. Example for exFAT:

diskutil eraseDisk exfat "MyData" GPT /dev/disk2

Step 3 — Confirm the Reformat

After the command completes, type diskutil list again to verify the new partition layout and format. The output
should display the new volume with the chosen file system.

Step 4 — Mount the Drive (If Needed)

Disk Utility automatically mounts the new volume. If it isn’t mounted, run:

diskutil mountDisk /dev/disk2

Now you can access the drive from Finder or any other application.

Reformatting an External Drive for Cross Platform Use

When you need to share a drive between macOS and Windows, exFAT is the most reliable choice. Here’s a quick
refresher on formatting an external drive to exFAT:



Open Disk Utility.

Select the external drive.

Click Erase.

Name the drive, choose exFAT from the Format dropdown, and set the Scheme to GUID Partition Map.
Click Erase to complete the process.

a ks wnpE

After reformatting, the drive will appear on both macOS and Windows machines without additional drivers.

Troubleshooting Common Issues

Even with careful preparation, you may encounter errors. Below are frequent problems and how to address them.

Disk Utility Won't Erase

¢ Solution: Boot into macOS Recovery (# /+ /R during startup) and launch Disk Utility from there. This mode
bypasses many system locks that prevent erasing.
Terminal Command Fails with “Unable to erase disk”

e Solution: Ensure you're using the correct disk identifier. Double check with diskutil list and confirm you're not
targeting a volume instead of the physical disk.

« Alternatively, use sudo diskutil eraseDisk to run the command with administrative privileges.
Drive Remains Unmounted After Reformat

¢ Solution: Manually mount with diskutil mountDisk /dev/diskX, replacing X with the disk number.

e Check the drive’s permissions via Is - /Volumes to ensure you have read/write access.
Data Not Accessible After Reformat

« If you reformat to a file system incompatible with the operating system (e.g., APFS on a Windows machine),
you'll need a third party driver or reformat back to a compatible format.
¢ Always double check the format before confirming the erase operation.

Best Practices for Long Term Drive Health

Reformatting is a powerful tool, but maintaining drive health requires ongoing care. Follow these guidelines to keep
your Mac
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