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INTRODUCTION: UNDERSTANDING THE MAC
EQUIVALENT OF WINDOWS TASK MANAGER

If you've recently made the switch from a Windows PC to a Mac,
one of the first questions you'll likely ask is: “How to open Task
Manager on Mac?” On Windows, the Task Manager is your
go-to utility for monitoring system performance, ending
unresponsive programs, and checking resource usage. On
macOS, that same functionality is handled primarily by a built-in
application called Activity Monitor, along with a few other tools
like Force Quit Applications and the Terminal. Knowing how
to open and use these tools effectively can save you time,
prevent frustration, and help you keep your Mac running
smoothly.

In this comprehensive guide, we’ll walk you through every
method to access the Mac Task Manager - from the quickest
keyboard shortcuts to advanced command-line techniques.
Whether you need to force quit a frozen app, check CPU or
memory usage, or identify a runaway process, you'll find the
steps you need below. Let’s dive in.

WHAT IS THE “TASK MANAGER” ON A MAC?

Before we show you exactly how to open Task Manager on Mac,
it's important to understand what macOS offers as a substitute.
Unlike Windows where the Task Manager is a single monolithic
tool, macOS distributes these capabilities across a few different
utilities:

e Activity Monitor - This is the closest equivalent to
Windows Task Manager. It shows all running processes,
CPU, memory, energy, disk, and network usage. You can
view, sort, and force quit apps or system processes from
here.

e Force Quit Applications window - A lightweight,
quick-access dialog that lists only user-facing applications.
Use it when you need to close an app that’s not
responding.

e Terminal commands - For power users, the command
line provides tools like top, htop (if installed), ps, and
kill to manage processes.

For most everyday users, Activity Monitor is the tool you'll rely
on. In the sections below, we'll cover all the ways to open Activity
Monitor, plus the other methods you can use when you need to
quickly force quit an app.

WHY YOU MIGHT NEED TO OPEN A TASK MANAGER
ON MAC

Understanding the situations where you’ll need a process
manager helps you see the value of learning these methods.
Common scenarios include:

* An application stops responding (spinning beachball of
death).

e Your Mac feels sluggish and you want to see which app is
using the most CPU or memory.

* You suspect a background process is draining your battery.

e You want to monitor network activity to see which apps are

sending or receiving data.
e You need to force quit a system process that can’t be
closed from the usual menu.

In each of these cases, knowing multiple ways to open Activity
Monitor or the Force Quit window can be a real time-saver.

METHOD 1: OPEN ACTIVITY MONITOR FROM THE
APPLICATIONS FOLDER

The most straightforward way to open the Mac Task Manager is
through the Finder. Activity Monitor lives in the Utilities folder
within Applications. Here’'s how to get there:

1. Click the Finder icon in your Dock (the smiling face).

2. In the menu bar at the top, click Go and then Utilities (or
press Shift + Command + U).

3. Scroll down until you see Activity Monitor (it has a icon
that looks like a heart rate monitor).

4. Double-click it to launch.

Once open, you'll see a list of all processes running on your Mac.
By default, it shows only processes belonging to your user
account, but you can change the view to “All Processes” from the
dropdown in the toolbar.

METHOD 2: USE SPOTLIGHT SEARCH (FASTEST
METHOD)

If you want to know how to open Task Manager on Mac
instantly, Spotlight is your best friend. This search feature is
built into macOS and can launch any app, including Activity
Monitor, in seconds.

1. Press Command + Spacebar on your keyboard.
(Alternatively, click the magnifying glass icon in the
top-right corner of the menu bar.)

2. Type “Activity Monitor” in the search field. You don’t
need to type the full name - just “activity” will usually bring
it up.

3. Press Return (Enter) to open it.

This method works even if Activity Monitor is not currently open,
and it’s often the quickest way when you have a frozen app that’s
blocking your normal workflow.

METHOD 3: THE FORCE QUIT SHORTCUT (QUICKLY
KILL UNRESPONSIVE APPS)

Sometimes you don’t need the full Activity Monitor - you just
need to close an app that’s stuck. The Force Quit window is a
lightweight alternative that lists only applications (not system
processes). Here's how to open it:

e Keyboard shortcut: Press Option + Command + Esc
(Escape). This brings up the “Force Quit Applications”
dialog immediately.

e From the Apple menu: Click the Apple logo in the top-left
corner of the screen, then select Force Quit... (also shown
as Option + Command + Esc).

In the list that appears, select the unresponsive app and click
Force Quit. This is the macOS equivalent of the Windows Task
Manager’s “End Task” button and is ideal for quickly closing a
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single problematic application.

METHOD 4: LAUNCH ACTIVITY MONITOR FROM
LAUNCHPAD

If you prefer a visual, touch-friendly interface, Launchpad is
another way to find Activity Monitor. Follow these steps:

1. Click the Launchpad icon in the Dock (it looks like a rocket
in a grey square), or pinch with your thumb and three
fingers on the trackpad.

2. At the top of the screen, you'll see a search bar. Type
“Activity Monitor”.

3. Click the icon when it appears.

Alternatively, you can browse through the Other or Utilities folder
inside Launchpad if you don’t want to search.

Filter with ps and grep

If you want to find a specific process, use ps aux | grep
[name]. For example, to find a process related to Safari, type:

ps aux | grep Safari

Kill a Process from Terminal

Once you have the process ID (PID) from top or ps, you can
terminate it using the kill command. For instance, if the PID is
1234, type:

kill 1234

If the process doesn’t respond, use kill -9 1234 to force it. Be
cautious - killing system processes can lead to instability.

METHOD 5: USE SIRI TO OPEN ACTIVITY MONITOR

For a hands-free or voice-activated approach, you can ask Siri to
open Activity Monitor. Simply:

e Activate Siri by holding Command + Spacebar (or the Siri
button in the menu bar).

e Say “Open Activity Monitor”.

e Siri will launch the app for you.

You can also ask Siri to “Force quit [app name]” - Siri can handle
that directly in many cases, though it may not work for every
stubborn process.

METHOD 6: ADD ACTIVITY MONITOR TO THE DOCK
FOR PERMANENT ACCESS

If you find yourself frequently needing to see how to open Task
Manager on Mac, consider pinning Activity Monitor to your Dock.
That way, it’s always just one click away. Once Activity Monitor is
open, simply:

1. Control-click (or right-click) the Activity Monitor icon in the
Dock.
2. Go to Options > Keep in Dock.

Now the icon will remain in your Dock even after you quit the
app. Next time you need it, just click it.

METHOD 7: USING TERMINAL (COMMAND-LINE TASK
MANAGER)

For advanced users, the Terminal provides powerful
command-line tools to view and manage processes. While not as
visual as Activity Monitor, the command line can be faster for
certain tasks and is essential when working on a remote Mac or in
a server environment. Here are the primary commands:

View Running Processes
with top

The top command shows a real-time, constantly updating list of
processes sorted by CPU usage. To use it:

1. Open Terminal (from Applications > Utilities, or via
Spotlight).

2. Type top and press Return.

3. You'll see a window updating every second. Press Q to quit.

UNDERSTANDING ACTIVITY MONITOR TABS AND
FEATURES

Now that you know multiple ways to open the Mac Task Manager,
let’s explore what you can do once it's open. Activity Monitor has
five main tabs along the top:

CPU Tab

Displays the percentage of CPU being used by each process. You
can sort by % CPU to see which app is using the most processing
power. If an app is using 100% CPU continuously, it may be stuck
or have a bug.

Memory Tab

Shows physical memory usage, including the amount of app
memory, wired memory, compressed memory, and what'’s being
used for cache. A high “Memory Pressure” graph indicates your
Mac may benefit from more RAM.

Energy Tab

Lists apps and processes by their energy impact. This is
particularly useful for laptop users who want to extend battery
life. You can see “Average Energy Impact” and identify
power-hungry apps.

Disk Tab

Shows how much data each process is reading from or writing to
your disk. If your Mac’s storage is constantly active, you can
pinpoint which app is causing the activity.

Network Tab

Displays data sent and received per process. This helps you
monitor background network activity, such as apps that may be
uploading or downloading data without your knowledge.

You can also select any process and click the Stop ([J) button in
the toolbar to quit it - similar to how you'd use the Force Quit
window, but now for any process, including system processes
(use care).

WHAT TO DO WHEN ACTIVITY MONITOR WON’T OPEN

Rarely, you might encounter a situation where you cannot open
Activity Monitor because the system is extremely slow or because
a process is blocking the app. In that case, try these
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workarounds: Safe Mode loads only essential system processes, which
can allow you to open Activity Monitor and investigate
further.

e Use Terminal: If the GUI is completely unresponsive, you
can still open Terminal from the login screen (or by
pressing Command+Option+Shift+Period during certain
stages).

e Restart your Mac: Hold the power button until it turns off,
then press it again. This often resolves temporary glitches.

* Use Force Quit first: If a single app is causing trouble,
close it via Option+Command+Esc, then try Activity
Monitor.

e Boot into Safe Mode: Restart while holding the Shift key.



