
Discover the Essential Steps to Help You
Keep Your Files Organised

No matter how careful you are in using your PC, your files
won’t always be where you want them. You may be diligent
in keeping them organised, but there will always be files that
end up in the wrong place, and times when files need
organising differently to make everything easier to find.

In essence, that means you’ll sometimes need to move or
copy files from one place to another. In this article, I’ll show
you the various methods you can use to do that, and explain
what to do if something goes wrong along the way.
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This article shows you:

� Why you’ll sometimes need to transfer files from place to place

� The three methods you can use to move or copy files

� What to do if files end up in the wrong place
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Why Would I Need to Move or Copy
Files Around?
I have an admission to make before we go too much further.
Despite the word ‘copying’ in the title of this article, you’ll
rarely need to copy files from place to place.

At the risk of sounding obvious, when you copy a file, you
end up with two copies of it. Sometimes you really do want
two copies, and I’ll explain the most common of those
situations on pages 12 and 13, but most of the time you
don’t. Far more often, you want to keep the single copy of a
file you’ve got, but you want to move it to a different place
– in other words, to a different folder from the one it’s
currently in.

Nevertheless, the actions of moving and copying files are so
similar that it’s silly to discuss one without the other. So, over
the coming pages when I explain how to move files, I’ll also
explain how to copy them just in case you want to do that.

First, let’s look at some of the most likely reasons why you’d
want to move (or copy) files:

•  When you created a new file and saved it, you
accidentally saved it into the wrong folder. Not a disaster,
but since that’s not where you’ll expect to find that file
when you come to look for it in future, you want to move
it to the intended folder.

•  You’ve been keeping your spreadsheet files loose in your
‘Documents’ folder. That was fine when you had two or
three, but now you’ve got over a dozen and your
Documents folder has also gained more loose files of other
types – it’s getting hard to find what you want in there!
The time has come to sort those spreadsheet files into a
separate folder of their own, making them easier to find
and making your Documents folder itself less cluttered.
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The Windows Advisor   April 202120

Copying? 
It’s rare

More often you
want to move a
file elsewhere

Reasons to move
or copy

Saved a file in
the wrong folder

Your files need
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•  You’ve just downloaded a user manual for your
television from a website and you want to keep it for
reference. At the moment, it’s in your ‘Downloads’ folder
(like everything else you download), but you don’t want
to leave it there – that’s not where you’ll expect to look
for it when you need it in a year’s time! You’ve already
created a folder named ‘User Manuals’ in your
‘Documents’ folder where you keep other similar files,
and you want to move this one into that folder.

•  You took a superb photo, except that there’s a rubbish
bin in the foreground which you didn’t notice when you
were taking it! You want to try to crop that out, but –
just in case you muck up the editing – you want to make
a safety copy of the file first.

•  You want to copy one or more files to a different drive
(such as a USB flash drive). Perhaps you want to keep them
there as backups; perhaps they’re music files you want to
play in your car or photos you want to view on your TV;
or perhaps they’re files you want to transfer to another PC.

Over the next few pages, I’ll explain the three methods you
can use to move or copy files. You can use these methods
interchangeably: you might pick one method to move one
file, but use a different method to move another file a few
minutes later – that’s fine.

To some extent it’s a matter of personal preference. For
example, you might find one of these methods too slow, or

C 536/3

The Windows Advisor   April 2021 21

Copying and Moving Files on Your PC 

A file you’ve
downloaded and
want to keep

A safety copy
before editing

To transfer to 
a different
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Three methods
of moving or
copying files

Although I’m talking mostly about files in this article,
you can move or copy folders too, and you do so in
exactly the same ways. You probably won’t want to
move (or copy) folders as often as individual files, but
whenever you do – and as long as they’re folders you
created yourself – you can treat them just like files.
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a bit awkward (personally, I never use ‘Method 3’). But
sometimes you may find that circumstances seem to suggest
the best method: when you want to move a file into a certain
folder and you can already see that folder’s icon, it may seem
simplest just to drag-and-drop it there (‘Method 1’), even
though your normal preference is to use cut and paste
(‘Method 2’).

To help make these methods easy to understand and
compare, I’ll use the same example for each. It’s one I
mentioned earlier: you’ve downloaded a file from a website
and it’s been saved in your ‘Downloads’ folder. You now
want to move it to a folder named ‘User Manuals’ which is
inside your ‘Documents’ folder. (Along the way, I’ll also
mention the minor differences involved if you want to copy
the file rather than move it, or if there are two or more files
to be moved or copied.)

Method 1: Use Drag-and-Drop
The benefit of this method is that it should be faster and
easier to perform than the others: it’s a single quick mouse
action. However, you do need to be comfortable with
dragging things using the mouse – holding down a mouse
button while moving the mouse fairly accurately onto a
small target. If you find this awkward, one of the other
methods would suit you better.

Taking the example of moving a file from your ‘Downloads’
folder to your ‘Documents\User Manuals’ folder, here’s what
to do:

Example: moving
a file from the
‘Downloads’
folder

It’s quick, but
not everyone
finds this
comfortable
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pressing + .E
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Find the target
folder in the
left-hand pane

Drag the file 
to this folder
and drop it

2.  In the File Explorer window, navigate to the folder
containing the file you want to move (in this case,
your ‘Downloads’ folder ). If necessary, scroll
through the files in that folder until you can see the
required file .

3.  In the left-hand pane of the File Explorer window,
find the folder to which you want to move this file.
That may require some scrolling up or down in that
pane, and you may have to expand a folder if the
folder you want is inside it. (In this case, I’ve had to
expand the ‘Documents’ folder to see the ‘User
Manuals’ folder inside it.)

4.  Move the mouse to the file you want to move, press-
and-hold the left mouse button and drag the mouse
to the target folder. When the mouse pointer is over
the target folder (and the target folder gains a
highlight), release the mouse button.

1

2

3
4

3

4

1

2
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Move or copy:
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happen?

Copy (not move) a file with drag-and-drop
Windows operates a straightforward rule for drag-and-drop:
if you’re dragging to somewhere on the same drive, the file
will be moved, but if you’re dragging to somewhere on a
different drive, the file will be copied. As I noted above, the
tooltip tells you what would happen if you drop the file, and
if it’s not what you want or expect, you can back out of it.

As a useful little ‘sanity check’, you’ll also see a tooltip
beside the mouse pointer which says Move to folder
name. If the folder name isn’t what you expect it to be,
that tells you the mouse pointer isn’t in quite the right
place, so you don’t want to drop the file here.

5.  Straight away, the file is moved from the ‘Down-
loads’ folder into the ‘User Manuals’ folder. You’ll see
its icon disappear from the folder you’re looking at,
and – if you’d like to make sure you really did drop
it on the right folder – you can click the ‘User
Manuals’ folder at the left to look inside it.

How do you back out of it? Well, there are two ways
and you can choose whichever you prefer:
•  Without releasing the mouse button you’re using to
drag the file, press the other mouse button as well
(so that, briefly, you have both mouse buttons down)
then release both.

•  Without releasing the mouse button you’re using to
drag the file, press the key on the keyboard.
You can then release the mouse button.

Either of these cancels the ‘drag’ and prevents there
being a ‘drop’, so the file remains where it was.

Esc
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Ensure a file is
copied, not
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Hold Ctrl while
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with the right
mouse button
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number of items

Drag one and
they’ll all go
with it

In most cases you’ll be dragging files between various
folders on the same drive (your main hard drive), so the files
will be moved. And, most of the time, that’s probably what
you’ll want. But how can you copy a file if you need to do
that? There are two ways: 

•  After you reach step 3 above, and everything is ready
for your drag-and-drop, press and hold the key on
your keyboard. Perform the drag in the usual way, and
you’ll notice that the helpful tooltip says Copy to folder
name – that’s the effect of having the key down.
After you’ve released the mouse button to drop the file,
you can release the key.

•  Rather than using the left mouse button to drag the file,
use the right mouse button. It might seem a little unusual
– awkward even – to drag using the right button, but it
gives you full control. When you drop
the file you’ll see a menu like the one
pictured to the right. Nothing will
happen until you choose an item from
this menu, and you can make a clear,
simple choice between moving and copying the file
you’ve just dropped. Helpfully, too, if you’ve changed
your mind or realised you’ve dropped the file in the
wrong place, you can choose Cancel. 

Drag-and-drop two or more items at once
The drag-and-drop method isn’t limited to dragging just one
file (or folder) at a time: you can drag any number of items.
Before you follow step 4 above, select all the items you want
to drag. You can then drag any one of those items to the
target folder and they’ll all go with it.

What if you want to select multiple items, and you want to
copy them rather than move them? Either hold while
dragging them, or use the right mouse button to drag them
so that you have a choice of actions when you drop them.

Ctrl

Ctrl

Ctrl

Ctrl
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More methodical:
using the
clipboard

Cut this file to
the clipboard

!

Method 2: Use Cut/Copy and Paste
This method is slower than drag-and-drop, but let’s not think
about speed: let’s say it’s a more methodical approach. You
begin by ‘cutting’ the file to the clipboard. You then find your
way to the folder you want to move this file into and ‘paste’
it from the clipboard. At each point along the way, you have
as long as you like – plenty of time to consider what you’re
doing in each step. Here’s how to use this method:

At this point, don’t cut or copy anything else to the
clipboard until you’ve completed the remaining steps.
The clipboard can only hold one thing at a time – the
last thing you cut or copied – so if you were to place
something else there, that would cause the clipboard to
‘forget’ about the file you planned to move.

1.  Open File Explorer (aka Windows Explorer) by
pressing + .

2.  In the File Explorer window, navigate to the folder
containing the file you want to move (in this
example, your ‘Downloads’ folder ). 

3.  Now you want to cut the file to the clipboard, you
can do this using either the keyboard or the mouse:

   •  Keyboard: click the file once to select it and press
+ .

   •  Mouse: right-click the file and choose Cut
from the menu.

E

2
3

1

Ctrl X

:

1 2

3
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4.  Now navigate to the folder you want to move this
file into, and when you find that folder, click it to
open it so that you can see its contents.

5.  Finally, you’re ready to paste the file into this folder,
and again you can do it using the keyboard or the
mouse:

   •  Keyboard: press + .
   •  Mouse: right-click a blank-white space in the

folder and choose Paste from the menu.
6.  Straight away, the file is moved from the original
folder to the folder you opened in step 4, and as this
is the folder you’re looking at, you’ll see it appear here.

Ctrl V

Copy (not move) a file using the clipboard
When you use the clipboard to move or copy files, you’re
in full control over what happens: the end result – a ‘move’
or a ‘copy’ – depends on whether you cut the file to the
clipboard or copy it to the clipboard.

So, if you want to copy the file to a different folder rather
than moving it there, you follow the same steps with just
one difference. In step 3 you do this:

•  Keyboard: click the file to select it and press + .
•  Mouse: right-click the file and choose Copy.

Move or copy multiple items using the clipboard
If there are several items you want to move or copy
elsewhere (files, folders, or a combination of both), you do
it in just the same way. Start by selecting all the required
items, then either use the keyboard to choose whether to
move or copy them (pressing + or +
respectively) or right-click any one of the selected items and
choose whether to move or copy them to the new location
by selecting Cut or Copy respectively.

Ctrl C

Ctrl X Ctrl C

Go to the 
target folder

Paste the file
into this folder

Choose at the
start whether to
move or copy

Select multiple
items then Cut
or Copy
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Also methodical,
but slightly
fiddly

Select the file
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Method 3: Pick a Target Folder from a List
Although this is an option you may prefer, it doesn’t hold
any particular benefit over the Cut/Copy/Paste method
above. It’s really just a slightly different way to be
methodical, and (in my view) it’s a more fiddly way. By all
means try it, though, and see if you like it better:

1.  Open File Explorer (aka Windows Explorer) by
pressing + .

2.  In the File Explorer window, navigate to the folder
containing the file you want to move (in this
example, your ‘Downloads’ folder ). 

3.  Find the file you want to move and click it once to
select it , then do the following according to
which version of Windows you use:

1

2

E

What if you change your mind halfway through?
You’ve chosen Cut or Copy, but then either decided not
to continue or realised you’ve chosen the wrong item.

If you chose the wrong item, go back and choose the
correct item and Cut or Copy again. As I mentioned
above, this will replace the previous item on the
clipboard, so there’s no harm done.

If you’ve changed your mind entirely, be careful not to
paste the item you’ve just cut or copied into some folder
accidentally! You probably wouldn’t do that, but if you
want to avoid the possibility, the trick is to find and
select some text somewhere – just a single character
would be enough – and copy that so that the clipboard
‘forgets’ the file(s) you’d copied to it previously.

:
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Find and select
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in this dialog
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   •  Windows 10 or Windows 8.1: on the Home tab
of the Ribbon, click the Move to button . On
the menu that appears you’ll see a list of folders:
some of these are your personal folders
(‘Documents’, ‘Pictures’ and so on), some are
drives, and others are folders you’ve used or
created recently. If the folder you want to move
the file into is shown in this list , click it and
you’ve finished – the file will be moved straight
into it. If you don’t see the folder in this list, click
on Choose location . 

   •  Windows 7: press the key on your keyboard
to display Windows Explorer’s menu bar, then
open the Edit menu and choose Move to folder.

4.  Now a small dialog will appear showing a tree-like
view of all the drives and folders on your PC (very
much like the tree view at the left of the Explorer
window). In this dialog, navigate to the folder you
want to move the selected file into, click the folder
once to select it and then click the Move button. The
selected file moves from this folder to the folder
you’ve just chosen. 

3

4

5

Alt

3

1

4

5
2

Is the target
folder on 
this list?
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Copy or Move Files to a Different Drive
Perhaps you want to copy files to an external hard drive to
back them up, or to a flash drive so that you can transfer
them to another computer. If so, any of the three methods
mentioned earlier will work: the main difference is that
you’ll be selecting a drive as the target rather than a folder
(or, perhaps, you’ll be navigating to that drive and then
selecting a folder on it as the target).

The other thing to remember is that a simple drag-and-drop
to a different drive will result in the file(s) being copied to
that drive, not moved there. If you really do want to move
them to that drive, drag using the right mouse button and
then choose Move here from the menu. 

But that leads to a quick word of warning and a recom-
mendation. The warning is that things can go wrong when
transferring data between drives. They probably won’t, but
the chances of errors are greater.

The recommendation is not to ‘move’ files to a different
drive. Even if that’s the result you ultimately want (i.e. the
files are on that other drive and no longer on this one), start
by copying them there instead. Then, after checking they
arrived safe and sound on that drive, delete them from this
drive. It’s the same result, but achieved in a safer, more
methodical way.

As I’m sure you’ve spotted, copying items (rather than
moving them) is hardly any different. In Windows 10
and 8.1, there’s a Copy to button on the Ribbon: if you
click that, the file you’ve selected will be copied to the
folder you choose from the menu or the Choose location
dialog. In Windows 7, there’s a Copy to folder item on
the menu (leading to an almost-identical dialog), and
you choose that rather than Move to folder.
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Make a Safety Copy of a File Before Editing
One of the most common reasons for copying a file (as
opposed to moving one) is in order to make a safety copy
of it before editing it, just in case you muck it up and want
the original back. That means making a copy in the same
folder as the original, not somewhere different. How do you
do that? Well, there are two ways and you can choose
whichever you prefer: 

•  Drag-and-drop: click the required file once to select it
. Hold down the key and then use the left

mouse button to drag the file a little distance away from
where it currently is (but don’t drag it onto another
folder or you’ll end up copying it into that folder
instead). You’ll see a tooltip that says Copy to current
folder. Release the mouse button, then the key, and
you’ll gain a new file in this folder with the same name
as the original and - Copy tagged on the end.

•  Right-click the file and choose Copy (or select it and
press + ) to copy it to the clipboard. Next, right-
click a blank white space in the window and choose
Paste (or click a blank white space and then press

+ ). Again, this gives you a file named after the
original but with - Copy tagged on the end.

Ctrl C

Ctrl V

Ctrl

1

2

Ctrl
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Help! I’ve Made a Mistake!
To err is human, and once in a while you might find you’ve
moved the wrong file, or moved the right file to the wrong
place, or moved a file you meant to copy…

If it’s the very last thing you did – in other words, you
realised your mistake almost immediately – you can undo
it. Right-click a blank white space in
the folder you’re looking at (any
folder, or even the desktop) and
you’ll see an Undo Move or Undo
Copy item (according to whether
you just moved or copied
something.) Click that, and whatever
you moved will be put back where
it was, or whatever you copied will
have that unwanted copy deleted.

But perhaps it wasn’t the last thing you did: you’ve since
copied or moved something else (successfully!), or renamed
or deleted something, in which case this ‘Undo’ item will be
offering to undo that instead.

But that shouldn’t be a problem. In these cases, the Undo
option is really just a timesaver. If you’ve moved or copied
something to the wrong place, the solution is to move it
from there to the right place. If you’ve moved the wrong
file, the fix is to move it back again, and if you’ve copied
the wrong file, you’ll want to delete that unwanted copy.

Similarly, if you moved a file but intended to copy it, just
copy the file from where it is now to where it was before.
And if you copied a file when you meant to move it, go back
to the folder you started at and delete the now-unneeded
original copy.
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