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UNDERSTANDING WHEN AND WHY YOU MIGHT NEED TO REFORMAT A HARD DRIVE
ON MAC

Reformatting a hard drive on a Mac is a fundamental skill that can breathe new life into an old disk,
prepare a drive for a fresh operating system installation, or simply wipe clean a device you plan to
sell or give away. Whether you are dealing with an internal SSD on your MacBook Pro or an external
USB drive used for Time Machine backups, knowing how to reformat a hard drive on Mac
correctly ensures your data is properly erased and the drive is set up for optimal performance.
The process might sound intimidating, but Apple’s Disk Utility app — included with every Mac —
makes  the  task  straightforward.  However,  there  are  important  nuances:  choosing  the  right  file
system format, understanding partition schemes, and knowing whether to perform a quick or secure
erase. This guide will walk you through every step, helping you reformat your drive safely and
efficiently.

Common Scenarios for Reformatting a
Mac Drive

Selling or donating your Mac – You want to erase personal data completely.
Switching file systems – Moving from Mac OS Extended (HFS+) to APFS, or formatting a
drive for cross‑platform use with Windows.
Fixing disk errors or corruption – A reformat can sometimes resolve persistent issues
when other repair methods fail.
Preparing a new external drive – You need it to work seamlessly with macOS, Time
Machine, or a mix of operating systems.
Reinstalling macOS – During a clean installation, you will often reformat the startup drive
first.

Regardless of the reason, the steps for how to reformat a hard drive on Mac share a common
foundation. Below, we break down the entire workflow, from backing up your data to executing the
erase command.

BEFORE YOU BEGIN: BACKUP AND PREPARATION

Reformatting a drive erases all data on it. If the drive contains any files you want to keep, make a
backup  first.  Use  Time Machine,  drag  copies  to  another  drive,  or  upload  important  documents  to
cloud storage. For internal drives, ensure you have a secondary bootable backup or an external
installer if you plan to reinstall macOS after reformatting.
You will also need:

Administrator login credentials
Your Mac plugged into power (for laptops)
An understanding of the drive’s intended use (APFS vs. Mac OS Extended vs. exFAT)

Choosing the Correct File System Format
The format you select determines compatibility and features. Here is a quick reference:

APFS (Apple File System) – Default for SSDs on macOS High Sierra and later. Optimized for1.
flash storage, supports snapshots and encryption.
Mac OS Extended (Journaled) – Traditional HFS+ format, suitable for older Macs or spinning2.
hard drives. Will be deprecated in future macOS versions.
exFAT – Best for external drives used with both Mac and Windows. No journaling, but works3.
across platforms without third‑party software.
MS-DOS (FAT) – Older FAT32 format, limited to 4 GB file size. Rarely used today.4.

For most modern internal Mac drives, APFS is the recommended choice. For external backup drives
(especially Time Machine), Mac OS Extended (Journaled) remains a safe pick, though APFS is also
supported for Time Machine from macOS Big Sur onward.

STEP-BY-STEP GUIDE: HOW TO REFORMAT A HARD DRIVE ON MAC USING DISK
UTILITY

Disk Utility is the primary graphical tool for reformatting. Follow these instructions carefully.

Step 1: Open Disk Utility
You can find Disk Utility in the Utilities folder inside Applications. Alternatively, press Command
+ Space to open Spotlight, type “Disk Utility,” and hit Return.

Step 2: Select the Drive You Want to
Reformat
In the left sidebar of Disk Utility, you will see two sections: “Internal” and “External.” Each drive is
listed at the physical disk level (e.g., “APPLE SSD AP0512M”) and below it, any volumes (e.g.,
“Macintosh HD”). To reformat an entire disk, you need to select the top-level physical disk, not just a
volume. If you only want to erase one partition, you can select the volume instead.
Important: Selecting the physical disk erases all volumes and partitions on that device. Selecting a
volume erases only that partition while leaving others intact.

Step 3: Click the “Erase” Button
In the toolbar across the top of Disk Utility, click Erase. A dialog window will appear.

Step 4: Name, Format, and Scheme
In the Erase dialog you can configure three settings:

Name: Enter a descriptive label for the drive (e.g., “My Backup Drive”).
Format: Choose one of the file system formats listed earlier (APFS, Mac OS Extended, exFAT,
etc.).
Scheme (or Partition Map): This option appears only when you erase the entire physical
disk. Options are:

GUID Partition Map – Required for Intel Macs and Apple Silicon Macs if you intend to
boot from the drive.
Master Boot Record (MBR) – Used for Windows‑compatible drives or older non‑Mac
systems.
Apple Partition Map (APM) – Legacy format for PowerPC Macs; rarely needed today.

For a startup drive on a modern Mac, always use APFS with GUID Partition Map.

Step 5: Security Options (Advanced)
Click the Security Options button (if available) to choose how thoroughly the data is overwritten.
The slider ranges from:

Fastest (no secure erase) – Quick, but data can potentially be recovered with special
software. Good for drives staying in your possession.
Most Secure – Writes over the entire disk multiple times. Very slow but offers strong
data‑sanitization, recommended for drives being sold or given away.

For SSDs, Apple notes that a secure erase may not be necessary because TRIM technology already
makes data recovery difficult. Nevertheless, you can still use the option if desired.

Step 6: Click “Erase”
After confirming your settings, click the Erase button. A progress bar will appear. Once completed,
you will see a confirmation message. The drive is now reformatted and ready for use.

REFORMATTING THE STARTUP DRIVE (INTERNAL MAC HARD DRIVE)

If you need to reformat the internal drive where macOS is installed, you cannot do so while
booted from that same drive.  You must restart  your Mac into macOS Recovery  — a special
environment that includes Disk Utility.

Restart your Mac and hold Command + R immediately until the Apple logo or a spinning1.
globe appears (for Internet Recovery).
From the macOS Utilities window, select Disk Utility and click Continue.2.
In Disk Utility, select your internal startup disk (e.g., “Macintosh HD” or the physical drive3.
underneath).
Click Erase and follow the same steps as above.4.
After erasing, quit Disk Utility. You can then reinstall macOS from the Recovery window.5.

For Apple Silicon Macs (M1, M2, M3), press and hold the power button until you see “Loading startup
options,” then click Options and choose Disk Utility.

HOW TO REFORMAT AN EXTERNAL HARD DRIVE OR USB FLASH DRIVE ON MAC

The procedure is identical to the internal drive steps above, with one caveat: you should decide the
format based on how you will use the drive. For a cross‑platform external drive, choose exFAT. For a
dedicated Time Machine backup drive, choose Mac OS Extended (Journaled) or APFS. The same
Erase dialog applies.

USING TERMINAL TO REFORMAT A DRIVE (ADVANCED USERS)

For  those  comfortable  with  the  command  line,  the  diskutil  command  offers  a  powerful  way  to
reformat. It can be faster and more scriptable. Here is the basic syntax:
diskutil eraseDisk APFS "MyNewDrive" /dev/disk2
Replace /dev/disk2  with the correct  disk identifier (find it  using diskutil list).  Use caution:
reformatting the wrong disk can lead to data loss. Terminal commands do not ask for confirmation.
Always double‑check.

TROUBLESHOOTING COMMON ISSUES WHEN REFORMATTING A MAC DRIVE

The Erase Button Is Grayed Out
This usually means you have selected a volume instead of the physical disk. Click the parent entry in
the sidebar (the one with the manufacturer name and size).

“MediaKit Reports Not Enough Space”
Error
This can occur when trying to reformat an APFS volume after resizing or deleting containers. The
solution is to erase the entire physical disk rather than just the volume, or use Terminal to remove
the container.

Drive Not Showing in Disk Utility
Ensure the drive is properly connected (try a different cable or port).
For external drives, check if the drive appears in System Information > USB or Thunderbolt.
Try launching Disk Utility from Recovery Mode.
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APFS Container Cannot Be Removed
Sometimes an APFS container has multiple volumes (e.g., “Macintosh HD” and “Macintosh HD -
Data”). You must erase the parent container or the entire physical disk. If Disk Utility fails, use the
Terminal  command  diskutil apfs deleteContainer disk0s2,  where  disk0s2  is  the
container identifier.

FINAL THOUGHTS AND BEST PRACTICES

Reformatting a hard drive on Mac is a routine maintenance task that, when done correctly, ensures
your storage devices perform reliably and securely. Always double‑check that you have a current
backup before proceeding. Choose the appropriate format and partition scheme for your intended
use — APFS for SSDs and modern macOS, Mac OS Extended for older drives or Time Machine, and
exFAT for cross‑platform drives.
By following the steps in this guide, you now know how to reformat a hard drive on Mac with
confidence.  Whether  you are  preparing a  drive  for  a  fresh start  or  securely  erasing sensitive  data
before handing off your hardware, Disk Utility and the few advanced tips covered here give you all
the tools you need.


