
Put Your Most Used Items Just a Quick 
Double-click Away on Your Desktop

Your desktop is large and spacious, and it’s probably
almost empty. So why not put it to good use by add-
ing shortcuts to the items you use most?

Even if you’re not sure what shortcuts are, you’re
using them already: almost everything on your Start
menu (or Start screen in Windows 8.1) is a shortcut.
These shortcuts were created for you automatically,
but you can also create your own. In this article, I’ll explain
the benefits of creating shortcuts to speed up your work and
show you how to do it.
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This article shows you how to:

� Create desktop shortcuts to programs, files and folders

� Distinguish shortcuts from ‘real’ folders and files

� Open shortcuts quickly from the keyboard by adding key
combinations
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Shortcut Basics: Why Are They Useful?
A shortcut is a tiny file that acts as a kind of signpost to
something else on your computer – usually another file, a
folder or a program. When you double-click a shortcut,
Windows opens it and has a look inside it. The shortcut just
contains details about where to find the ‘real’ file, folder or
program, and Windows uses those details to find the real file
and open it.

What’s the point of shortcuts? Well, let’s take the simple
example I mentioned earlier – that all the programs on your
Start menu (or Start screen) are shortcuts. As you probably
know, every program you install is put in its own folder on
your hard disk, buried inside another folder named ‘Program
Files’. Without shortcuts, every time you wanted to use a
program, you’d have to open this ‘Program Files’ folder, root
through it to find and open the folder containing the
program you wanted, then identify that program among the
other files in the folder and double-click it. You’d soon get
tired of doing that!

Instead, each program you install adds a shortcut to your
Start menu or Start screen. Thus, all your programs appear
to be gathered in one easily-accessible place, and you need
never know or care where those programs are really stored.
You just click the shortcut for the program you want to use,
and Windows takes care of finding it and starting it for you.

A ‘signpost’ to 
a file elsewhere
on your PC

Programs on
your Start menu
are all shortcuts

This allows your
programs to be
listed in one
place

When I say shortcuts are tiny, I really do mean that. A
single shortcut is about 1.5 KB, so if you had several
thousand of them, they’d only take up roughly the same
amount of space on your hard disk as a single digital
photo. Therefore, you can create as many shortcuts as
you like without ever worrying that you might be filling
up your hard disk. 
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You can also create shortcuts to your own files and folders,
and you’d usually keep these on the desktop to make them
easy to find and use when needed. You’d do this for much
the same reason: if there’s a certain file or folder you need
to open frequently, it’s much quicker to do it by double-
clicking a shortcut on your desktop than by opening File
Explorer (aka Windows Explorer) and navigating through
your drives and folders to find it.

Add Favourite Programs to Your Desktop
Although the Start menu (or Windows 8.1’s Start screen)
gives you quick access to your programs, for some users it’s
not quick enough: they want their favourite programs even
closer to hand. In Windows 10, 8.1 and 7, you can ‘pin’
programs to the taskbar, and that’s the best alternative to
the Start menu: just right-click any program on the Start
menu or Start screen (and move the mouse down to More
in Windows 10), then click Pin to taskbar.

In Windows Vista and XP, the only alternative is to add
shortcuts to your favourite programs to your desktop. You
might like to do this in newer versions of Windows too,
particularly if you used an old version and got used to that
way of working, so let’s quickly run through the steps for
each version of Windows. Feel free to try this even if there’s 
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You can create
shortcuts to files
and folders too

You may be able
to ‘pin’ programs
to your taskbar

You may prefer
to put them on
the desktop

The other useful thing about shortcuts is that they
provide a sort of ‘safety net’. If you accidentally delete a
shortcut from your desktop, there’s no harm done: the
real program, file or folder it was pointing at is still
safely stored in its original location. If you can’t recover
that shortcut from the Recycle Bin, you can simply
create a new one. 
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no program you particularly want on your desktop: you can
easily delete the shortcut afterwards to tidy up again, as I’ll
explain in a moment.

•   Windows 10: open the Start menu and find the program
you’d like to add to your desktop as a shortcut. Move
the mouse pointer on to it, press and hold the left mouse
button, and drag it to a blank space on your desktop,
then drop it there.

•   Windows 8.1: on the Start screen (or in its All Apps
section), find the program you want to add to your
desktop as a shortcut. When you find it, right-click it and
choose Open file location. A window will open containing
a collection of icons, one of which will be highlighted:
that’s the one you want. Right-click it, move the mouse
down to Send to and choose Desktop (create shortcut).

•   Windows 7, Vista and XP: open the Start menu and go
to the All Programs section. Find the program you want
to add to your desktop as a shortcut. When you find it,
right-click it, move the mouse down to Send to and
choose Desktop (create shortcut). 

Recognise, rename or delete a shortcut
When you’ve followed the appropriate steps above, you’ll
end up with something like the icon pictured to the right on
your desktop. In this example, I created a
shortcut to Microsoft Word: therefore, it was
given the name ‘Microsoft Word’ (the same
name as it had on my Start menu) and Word’s
familiar icon. When I see this on my desktop,
I can tell immediately that if I double-click it,
Word will start.

It also has a little curly arrow in its bottom-left corner, and
this is the telltale sign of a shortcut. Any shortcuts you add
to your desktop will have this curly arrow: it 

Drag a program
from the Start
menu

Pick a program
on the Start
screen

‘Send’ a shortcut
to your desktop

The shortcut is
given a similar
name and icon

Note the small
curly arrow!

The Windows Advisor   October 201924

Shortcuts: Fast Access to Files & ProgramsD 214/4

WA10 D214.qxp_October 2019  29/08/2019  11:39  Page 24



Arrange
shortcuts as 
you like

Name a shortcut
anything you like

Delete an
unwanted
shortcut

Make a file 
or folder easy 
to open
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tells you that this really is just a shortcut, not the real
program (or file or folder) itself.

As with any other icons on your desktop, you can drag this
shortcut around to place it wherever you want it. There are
two other things that you might want to do with shortcuts:

•   Rename them: a shortcut can be named in any way you
like. If you don’t like its current name, just right-click it
and choose Rename (or click it once and press       ),
type a better name and then press to confirm it.

•   Delete them: if you decide you don’t need a particular
shortcut on your desktop any more, just delete it. In
doing so, all you’re doing is removing this quick method
of opening the program, file or folder to which the
shortcut points. Just click it once and press the key
on your keyboard. 

Create Shortcuts to Your Most-used Files
and Folders
Is there a particular file you have to open regularly, such as
a spreadsheet of your household expenses? Or is there a
folder you refer to regularly, such as a ‘Family Tree’ folder

Enter

Del

Every shortcut you create is automatically given the
same name and icon as the real program, file or folder
it points to (plus that curly arrow). However, in some
cases you’ll see the words Shortcut to inserted before
the name, or - shortcut added after it: this is an extra
reminder that it’s a shortcut rather than the real item.
You may feel it’s one reminder too many, and that the
curly arrow is enough, and that’s another reason why
you might like to rename shortcuts.  

F2
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‘Send’ it to your
desktop as a
shortcut

Same icon,
similar name,
and curly arrow

containing all the files from your genealogy research? If so,
it makes sense to create a shortcut to it on your desktop,
putting it just a quick double-click away whenever you need
it. Here’s how to do it:

Create a shortcut to a file

1.  Press + to open File Explorer (also known
as Windows Explorer).

2.  In the File Explorer window, make your way to the
folder containing the file (such as your Documents
folder, or one of the folders inside it).

3.  When you find the file , right-click it. On the
context menu that opens, move the mouse down to
Send to and click Desktop (create shortcut) .

4.  A shortcut to this file immediately appears on your
desktop. It has the same icon as the ‘real’ file, plus
the usual curly arrow in its bottom-left
corner. It also has the same name, but
prefixed with ‘Shortcut to’ or suffixed with
‘- shortcut’. As I explained on page 5, you
can rename this shortcut in any way you
like. And, if and when you decide you no longer
need it on your desktop, you can simply delete it. 

1

2 3

E:

1
2

3
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Double-click 
the shortcut to
open the file

In future, whenever you need to refer to this file or edit it,
you simply double-click this shortcut. In one nifty, automatic
manoeuvre, Windows examines the shortcut, determines
which of your files it refers to, starts the program that’s used
for opening that type of file, and then loads the file itself
into it. Within a couple of seconds of double-clicking that
shortcut, you’ve got that file open and ready to use.

Create a shortcut to a folder
You create a shortcut to a folder in almost exactly the same
way you create one to a file; the trick is in getting to the
right place first, so let’s run through the steps:

Just one quick word of warning about shortcuts to files:
you can get so used to using the shortcut whenever you
want to open the file that you might forget it is just a
shortcut! After all, double-clicking the shortcut does
exactly the same job as finding your way to the real file
and double-clicking that.

The crucial difference becomes apparent if you ever
want to send the file to someone, perhaps by attaching
it to an email message. Don’t send them the shortcut!
If you do, you’re just sending that tiny ‘signpost’ file,
and it’s a signpost to a file on your PC, not theirs! If you
do want to share the file with someone, or copy it
somewhere (such as to a flash drive), you must find the
‘real’ file and send or copy that. 

1.  Press + to open File Explorer (also known
as Windows Explorer).

2.  Now make your way to the folder to which you want
to create a shortcut – perhaps one of the folders
inside your Documents folder.

E :
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3.  At this point, you might be looking at the contents
of the folder, which means you can’t see the icon of
the folder itself to right-click it. If so, you need to
move up to this folder’s ‘parent’ – in other words,
the folder which contains this one:

•   In Windows 10/8.1/7/Vista, press the key comb-
ination + arrow.

•   In Windows XP, open the View menu, move the
mouse to Go To and choose Up One Level.

4.  Now you can see the icon of the folder to which you
want to create a shortcut (and in recent versions of
Windows it’ll be highlighted, since it’s the folder you
just came from, which makes it easier to spot among
the others). Just as you did earlier with the file, right-
click the folder, move the mouse down to Send to
and choose Desktop (create shortcut).

5.  A shortcut to this folder instantly appears on your
desktop (and, as always, you can rename it in any
way you like). In future, whenever you need to open
this folder and see or use the files it contains, just
double-click this shortcut. When you do, Windows
opens the File Explorer (or Windows Explorer)
program and takes you straight to this folder.

Alt
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Find the 
folder’s icon?

Right-click it
and ‘send’ it to
your desktop as
a shortcut

Double-click the
shortcut to open
the folder

However you
arrange them on
your desktop…

Open a Shortcut with a Quick Key
Combination
The desktop is roomy, so there’s plenty of space for all the
shortcuts you’re likely to need. You can also drag them
around (as long as you don’t drop one on top of another!)
to arrange them in any way that makes sense to you –
alphabetically, perhaps, or into little groups according to
whether they’re programs, folders or files.
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There’s just one catch: when you start a program or open a
window, it covers up some – and perhaps all – of your
shortcuts! To see them and use them again, you have to
move or minimise that window.

Fortunately, there’s another useful thing you can do with a
shortcut, and that’s to assign it a key combination. If you
do this, it doesn’t matter whether you can see the shortcut
or not: all you have to do is press the key combination and
that does exactly the same as double-clicking the shortcut.

Here’s how to assign a key combination to one of the
shortcuts on your desktop:

1.  Right-click the shortcut and choose Properties from
the context menu.

2.  In the dialog that opens, you’ll find you’re looking
at the Shortcut tab , which is exactly where you
want to be. Click in the box beside Shortcut key
(which currently contains the word ‘None’).

3.  Now think of a letter you’d naturally associate with
this shortcut and will (hopefully!) be able to
remember. For instance, you might choose ‘W’ for a
shortcut to Microsoft Word or ‘A’ for a shortcut to
your ‘Accounts’ spreadsheet.

1
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…they can be
covered by a
window!

A key
combination
gives you an
alternative to
double-clicking

Choose a 
letter to assign
to this shortcut

:

1

2

2
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Type the letter
you chose

Using the key
combination

Forgotten it?
You can remind
yourself

!

The text you saw in that box – + +[character] –
is your key combination for this shortcut. At any time,
whatever you’re doing and whether or not you can actually
see that shortcut on your desktop, you can hold down the

+ keys and tap the character you assigned to that
shortcut, and the program, file or folder it points to will open.

Of course, you can do the same for any or all of the other
shortcuts on your desktop, as long as you assign a different
character to each. If you ever forget which character you
picked for a shortcut, right-click it and choose Properties to
return to the same dialog and remind yourself.

Ctrl Alt

Ctrl Alt

The letter you choose must be one you haven’t assigned
to any of your other shortcuts: each letter can only be
assigned once. Giving you a little more choice, you can
also use numbers (or even symbols such as the comma,
semi-colon, hash, square brackets or hyphen), although
those won’t be as easy to remember as picking the initial
letter of the shortcut’s name.

4.  When you’ve picked a letter (or number or symbol),
type it into this box. Straight away, the word ‘None’
vanishes, to be replaced by + + and the
character you’ve just typed. (If you pressed the
wrong character by mistake, no problem: press the
right one and the text in the box will change again.)
In the example, I’m setting a key combination for a
shortcut to Firefox, so I’ve picked the letter ‘F’.

5.  Done – click the OK button to close the dialog. 

Ctrl Alt
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