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Introduction  

Those of us who lived in the ancient era of manual electronic typewriters can most 

appreciate the nearly magical speed and efficiency of todayõs computer 

technology. Even the fastest and most accurate typists in the pre -computer era 

couldnõt match the speed of simple word processing software used today. 

Computers and software make our lives easier, freeing us from performing repetitive 

tasks.  

 

Digital technology makes it possible for us create, access, store and manage 

volumes of information and media ñ including digital photos, music files, and 

documents ñ replacing overstuffed file cabinets, photo albums, and crates of CDs, 

cassettes, and  vinyl albums. Knowing how to use computers effectively enables us to 

get more done in less time, and to work more efficiently.  

 

With each major update of Mac OS X, Apple has provided tools and features to use 

what Iôm calling smart automation technology. These tools perform a variety of 

manual tasks for us. However, many new and some long -time Mac users havenõt 

always been keen on taking advantage of these features.  

 

 

 

 Thus, many Mac desktops are cluttered with files, folders and applications; libraries 

are disorganized; and often computers are not working as efficiently as they could 

because they are not effectively managed. Furthermore, many Mac users are simply 

wasting time performing tasks their computer can carry out for them.  

Who This Guide Is For  

Knowing how powerful and useful Mac automation tools can be, I wrote this MUO 

Mac Automation Guide  for new and existing Mac users who havenõt taken 
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advantage of the smart automation features of OS X Snow Leopard. This guide will 

break down how to automate f iles, folders, and tasks in four OS X applications:  

 

¶ Smart Folders in the Finder  

¶ Smart Playlists in iTunes 

¶ Smart Albums in iPhoto  

¶ Smart Mailboxes in Mail  
 

In addition, in the last section I will introduce a very under -used application called 

Automator ñ a  program, included in Mac OS X, designed for general Mac users to 

create automation actions and applications without any prior knowledge or use of 

computer programming or code. Automator may initially appear difficult to use, but 

after following the instru ctions in this book you will see how easy it is to create your 

own hacks.  

 

This guide will be especially useful for Mac users who work several hours per day at 

their computers and constantly launch applications, click menu buttons, and save, 

locate, rename  files and folders.  

 

Are Ap pleôs smart automation features fairly new to you? Donõt feel in any way 

intimated by what youõre about to learn. I will explain these features using a clear 

step -by -step process, with screen shots on nearly every page. This gui de presents 

practical examples that average Mac users can incorporate in their workflow. As 

you follow the step -by -step tutorials for creating Smart Folders, playlists, albums, 

mailboxes, and workflows you will quickly start producing automations to fit yo ur 

particular needs.  

 

As you work through the chapters of this guide, feel free to email me questions you 

have about instructions that are not clear to you.  

 

You donõt have to begin with the first chapter in order start using this e-book. If 

youôre a big time iTunes user, you might want to start with that chapter. If you want 

to get your iPhoto library better organized, then start with chapter 3. You will see that 

setting up automations in each of the Mac applications presented in this guide is 

very simila r to one another.  

 

Have fun working through this guide, and keep visiting MakeUseOf.com for the best 

and latest in how -to computer and Internet technology.  
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Chapt er 1: Automating the Finder  

How to Create Smart Folders  

 
The Mac Finder is probably among the  most used applications on your Mac. It's the 

place where you store, navigate and locate nearly all of the content (e.g., 

documents, images, and music files) on your hard drive.  

 

The more items you add to your computer, the more challenging it is to locat e files 

when you need them. This is why Apple came up with what are called Smart Folders, 

which basically consist s of a collection of files based on a set of search criteria.  

 

When you install Mac OS X on your Mac, it includes a set of Smart Folders alread y set 

up for you.  

 

Default Set of Smart Folders  

 

If you have never clicked on these Smart Folders, open a Finder window and scroll to 

the bottom of the Side Bar. You should then see a set of purple folders as well as 

ones that have a clock icon. These are Smart Folders.  
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Click on the folder named, "Today" . It consists of all the files you created on the 

current day. This folder is useful if you forget where you saved a file or if you to want 

to quickly access it witho ut having to open two or more folders to locate a file. The 

same goes for "Yesterday"  and "Past Week " Smart Folders.  

 

Hidden Files  

 

 

When you open these folders in the Finder, based on the criteria set for them, search 

results will probably also include h idden files you donõt ordinarily see. Do not delete 

or tamper with these files unless you have a specific reason for doing so. In order to 

keep these files from showing up, you will need to change the search criteria to 

exclude them. More about this later.  

 

How to Create a Custom Smart Folder  

 

The biggest challenge in creating Smart Folders is figuring out what criteria you need 

for the type of search you want to do. The more familiar you become with the 

search options for Smart Folders, the easier it will be to create them.  

 

So letõs create a Smart Folder.  
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Select File>New Smart Folder  

 

In a Finder window, go to File>New Smart Folder  

Setting Up Smart Folder Rules  

 

Click on the + button on the far right of the search box. Notice that the search will 

be ba sed upon all the contents of your Mac. I will show you later how to conduct 

searches in a single folder.  

 

1. The first pop -up menu consists of a set of attributes for the kinds of items 

you want to search for. These attributes include file name, type of file, 

date created, etc. For this tutorial, letõs use Name, which refers to the 

name of files.  
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2. Now click on the second pop -up menu to further refine the search by 

selecting òends withó.  
 

3. Weõre going to search for Microsoft Word files, so in the text field, type 

òdocxóñwithout the quotation marks. If you have Word files on your 

computer they should automatically start showing up in this Smart 

Folder. If you donõt have Word files, you can type, òrtf,ó for TextEdit files, 

or òpagesó for Pages files.  
 

The search criteria for this Smart Folder looks for and gathers Word documents into 

one folder, though  the documents themselves may be saved in many different 

folders on your hard drive.  

 

At this point you could save the criteria for this Smart Folder, but letõs add other 

criteria  to refine the search.  

Add Another Criteria  

 

1. Click the + button to add anoth er set of criteria.  
 

2. Click the first pop -up menu and select òCreated dateó. 

 

3. Click the second pop -up menu and select òthis weekó. 
 

Now our Smart Folder will filter for Word documents created since the beginning of 

the week.  

 

There are numerous criteria we  could set for this Smart Folder; it all depends on what 

your needs are. Feel free to customize your search any way you like.  

 

Now let õs save the Smart Folder.  
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Saving a Smart Folder  

 

You can save searches/Smart Folders any where you like, but the default  folder for 

them is in Home>Library>Saved Searches  

 

Be sure to give your search a title. At the bottom of the Save dialog box there 

is an Add to Sidebar checkbox. You will probably want to leave the box 

checked so that you can easily access it without having to open it with the 

library folder.  
 

Edit/Delete Smart Folder  
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You can manually drag Smart Folders in any order you like. You can also edit, 

rename, or remove a Smart Folder by right - or Control - clicking on the folder and 

choosing what you want to  do from the shortcut menu.  

 

Other Search Criteria  

You can find additional search criteria specific to various applications on your Mac 

by selecting "Other"  in the first pop -up menu.  

 

 

 

Scan these search attributes to see if any of them apply to the typ e of files and items 

you frequently search for on your computer.  

Sample Finder Folders  

 
The following are screen shots of sample Smart Folders. Use these ideas to generate 

Smart Folders for your unique needs.  

 



 
The Awesome Automation Guide for Macs  

 

 

http://macphotographytips.wordpress.com   

Bakari Chavanu  

MakeUseOf.com  
P a g e  14 

 

Recently Used Applications  

 

I use this Smart Folder to locate applications I have recently used.  

 

PDFs Related to Photography  

 

This search criteria looks for PDFs that contain the word òphotography.ó I have 

hundreds of PDFs on my hard drive and this Smart Folder is a quick way to find PDFs 

related t o a particular topic.  

 

Recent JPEG Files 

 

This search rule is for recently opened JPEG files, the kind of files taken with your 

digital camera.  

 

Recent Photoshop Search  

 

This is an example of search criteria that looks for files created with Adobe 

Photoshop. Criteria can be set up for any application: just search for that programõs 

standard file extension (e .g, ò.psdó for Photoshop or ò.docxó for Word.) 
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Chapter 2: Smart Playlists for iTunes  

Creating Smart Playlists in iTunes  

 
Due to  the popularity of Appleôs mobile devices (including the iPhone, iPad, and all 

the various models of iPods), its media player application, iTunes, is one of the most 

heavily used Apple applications.  

 

iTunes is not just an MP3 player ; it also plays movies, podcasts, and audio books . It 

can even store PDFs and e -books.  

 

When your iTunes library starts brimming with thousands of media files , Appleôs Smart 

Playlist feature is the best way to manage and access them. Once you learn how to 

create and use Smart Playlists you will  want to create several dozen of them, 

because they virtually do the job of searching and filtering media, and putting them 

in playlists for you.  

 

Regular, non -automated playlists are useful, but Smart Playlists can be like having a 

personal DJ. They search through all your music files for the tracks you prefer  the 

most, or the ones you havenõt played in the last three months. Thereõs hardly a limit 

to the type of search criteria you can set up.  

 

Note: the screenshots for this chapter are based on iTunes 9 . In the middle of writing 

this guide, Apple released iTunes 10. While the most recent update has many new 

features, the Smart Playlists features are the same.   

 

If you are new to iTunes and need a good introduction, check out MakeUseOfõsThe 

Big Book of iTunes , which includes 50+ pages of great iTunes tips and tricks.  

 

Create a New Smart Playlist  

 

Similar to other applications using smart automation, you can create Smart Playlists 

by choosing in iTunes, File>New Smart Playlist.  

 

http://www.makeuseof.com/pages/download-the-big-book-of-itunes-for-free
http://www.makeuseof.com/pages/download-the-big-book-of-itunes-for-free
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Search Criteria for Smart Playlists  

 

You will notice there are dozens of attributes in which to build search criteria. With 

iTunes Smart Playlists, you can do Boolean  searches, which is something you canõt 

do with Finder Smart Folders. Boolean criteria means that you can include AND, OR, 

and NOT operators, enabling you to do complex searches.  

 

Here's a break down of items in the Smart Playlists dialog box.  

 

1. When the " Match the following rule" box is checked, it means all the 

rules you set must apply. When itõs unchecked, it means one or more of 

the rules in the search criteria must apply.  
 

2. This first set of attributes consist s of information about the media files in 

your iTunes library including song titles, artist name, ratings, genre, and 

play count.  
 

3. The second set of attributes consists of ways you can limit your search. 

The Input box is also used to refine searches. Likewise, the attributes 

below the first set are  used to further define your search criteria.  
 

If you have never created a Smart Playlist, the above information will make sense 

after you complete the following examples. Let's get ready to have some fun!  

 

Favorite Genre Smart Playlist  
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1. In the first pop -up menu, select "Genre" . In the second, select "is." And 

in the third text field, type "R&B" or whatever your favorite genre is.  
 

2. Leave the "Live updating"  box checked. This means new songs added 

to your iTunes library matching this criteria will automatic ally appear in 

this Smart Playlist. 
 

3. Click OK  
 

Smart Playlist of All Your R&B Songs  

 

You will see in the sidebar of your iTunes a Smart Playlist of all your R&B songs. You 

can click on the title of the Smart Playlist and change it if you like.  

 

Now let's go back and create a similar Smart Playlist in which the search criterion is  

more refined.  

 

Recently Played R&B  

 

Say you have been playing a set of recently purchased R&B songs and you want to 

play them again, without having to search through yo ur iTunes library. You might 

even want to copy this Smart Playlist to your iPhone or iPod touch so you can play it 

on the go.  
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Create a new Smart Playlist or edit the one you just created. To edit an existing Smart 

Playlist, select the list in the iTunes s idebar and go to File>Edit Smart Playlist. You can 

also right - or Control -click on Smart Playlist and select from the pop -up menu, Edit 

Smart Playlist. 

 

1. Use the criteria in the first Smart Playlist we did above, then click the + 

button.  
 

2. In the second set of criteria, choose the following attributes: Last 

Played>in in the last> 2 weeks.  
 

3. Optional: check the Limit to "25 items box" , and choose selected by 

"most recently played" in the pop -up menu.  
 

4. Optional: Check the "Match only checked items box"  if you wa nt this 

Smart Playlist to play only songs that you have checked to be 

automatically played.  
 

5. Optional: Click the "Live updating" box if you want the playlist to 

automatically update.  
 

Ratings and Play counts  

 

The criteria for many of the Smart Playlists y ou will want to create will depend on 

your iTunes files having certain track and album information. In addition, the more 

you rate and play tracks, the more types of Smart Playlists you can create.  
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Track Info  

 

When you purchase and download media files from the iTunes Store or other 

established sites, those files will typically track the name, artist(s), year, genre, etc. 

You may have to manually add this information for files that you import into your 

library from other sources.  

 

For some iTunes users rating songs can be a big hassle, but I suggest that you at least 

rate your favorite songs. When a favorite track is playing give it a 5 star rating.  

 

If you have been playing tracks in iTunes for several months, you could create a 

Smart Playlist that searches for all your frequently played tracks, which you then 

could give 5 stars to.  

 

The point is that the more information your iTunes tracks contain the more types of 

Smart Playlists you can create.  

Sample Smart Playlists  

 
The options for creating iTun es Smart Playlists can be both simple and complex. You 

will want Smart Playlists which help you organize your iTunes library as well as Smart 

Playlists which help keep your Apple mobile device(s) up to date with new and 

favorite music.  
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Smart Playlists ca n also be your personal DJ: they can, for example, deliver up 

random tracks from your list of favorites.  

 

The following are some sample Smart Playlists to get you thinking about the 

possibilities. Remember, Smart Playlists can be created for any type of me dia files in 

your iTunes library, including movie and e -book files.  

Old School Songs  

 

 

This Smart Playlist will contain 25 random songs produced in the 1970s or any date 

you desire. This search requires media tracks in your library include the appropriate  

release dates.  

 

Note: Smart Playlists like this one donõt actually update or refresh automatically. You 

have to manually remove the songs from the playlists in order for it to refresh. Songs 

removed from your Smart Playlists are not removed from your iTun es Library;  they are 

just removed from the playlist and replaced with new tracks.  

 

Hereõs a couple of ways to do this: 

 

Refreshing a Smart Playlist: Method 1  
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To delete the songs from a Smart Playlist , press Command+A to select all the songs, 

and then pr ess the Delete key. This process only removes the songs from the Smart 

Playlists, not from your iTunes library. After you delete them, a new set of songs will 

appear.  

 

Refreshing a Smart Playlist: Method 2  

 

Another way to refresh a Smart Playlist: include  an attribute or rule that causes songs 

to drop off and be replaced. For example , in this extended Smart Playlist only songs 

not played in the last 30 days remain.  

 

Refreshing a Smart Playlist: Method 3  

 

A third method: add a play count attribute. This means only songs with a play count 

of less than say 5 will be included in the list. Once a song is played more than 5 

times, it will be replaced.  
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Unplayed Favorites  

 

This Smart Playlist includes favorite songs you havenõt played in the last 14 days. 

 

Music Video  

 

This Smart Playlist collects and updates all the music videos that you import into your 

iTunes library. You can create similar Smart Playlists for all your genres of media.  

 

Not Played in 3 Months  

 

Whenever I think I need to buy more music, I check out this Smart Playlist to see how 

many jazz songs I havenõt played in a while. This playlist makes me realize that 

maybe I donõt need to purchase new songs yet.  
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Recently Downloaded Podcasts  

 

If youõre a heavy podcast listener , this Smart Playlist will include podcasts 

downloaded in the last week.  

 

Long or Short Songs  

 

If youõre in the mood for playing extra long or extra short songs, try this Smart Playlist. 

 

Skipped Tracks  

 

iTunes can keep track of songs you skipped ñ that is, tracks you played for at least 

two seconds but no longer than twenty seconds. This is a useful way to find songs 
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you no longer find interesting. You might rate these songs down a few stars or delete 

the m all together.  

 

Romantic Songs  

 

In a romantic mood? This Smart Playlist searches for titles of songs containing the 

word, òyou,ó which is  often included  in romantic songs. If you want to be more 

precise you could go through and label albums and tracks a s òromantic.ó  

 

Albums Missing Artwork  

 

This Smart Playlist will keep you updated on which albums or playlists are missing an 

album cover.  

 

Check out this MUO art icle  on getting free album cover art for iTunes.  

http://www.makeuseof.com/tag/artwork-gofer-hunt-for-free-album-cover-art-mac/
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All Music Smart Playlist  

 

This smart playlist consists of only your music tracks. In turn, this Smart Playlist can also 

be used as an attribute for other Smart Playlists, as in the following:  

 



 
The Awesome Automation Guide for Macs  

 

 

http://macphotographytips.wordpress.com   

Bakari Chavanu  

MakeUseOf.com  
P a g e  26 

 

Chapter 3:  Smart Albums for iPhoto  

Creating Smart Albums in iPhoto  

 
Smart Albums are the best way to manage and access your photos in your iPhoto 

library. Personally, I prefer Smart Albums over iPhotoôs Faces and Places features. 

With Smart Albums, you can set up ru les to precisely search for and present the 

photos you want. When you add keywords, titles, and ratings to your imported 

images, you can create powerful Smart Albums that help you locate photos a lot 

faster.  

 

If you have created Smart Playlists and Smart F olders, then you pretty much know 

how to create Smart Albums in iPhoto. The process is the same.  

 

Letõs create a sample smart album. 

 

New Smart Album  

 

Click on File>New Smart Album. In the drop -down palette, you will see the familiar 

set of conditions. We will start with a straightforward Smart Album.  
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You have no doubt imported hundreds if not thousands of photos into your iPhoto 

library, but typically you want to show off only your favorites. This Smart Album is 

useful just for that, especially when  you are putting together a slide show, photo 

book, a web gallery, or anything else.  

 

For this Smart Album, select "My Rating"  in the first pop -up menu, òisó in the second, 

and add 5 stars. Thatõs it. If you have rated your photos, this Smart Album will collect 

all your best photos in one album.  

 

But wait, we can further narrow the search for the type of photos we want to 

include.  

 

Favorite Holiday Photos  

 

If you apply keywords to your photos, you can create Smart Albums for each of the 

major keywords, s uch as "holiday"  photos, "birthdays" , individual family members, 

and "vacation"  shots. It only takes a few minutes to apply keywords to images once 

you import them, and when you do you can make better use of the Smart Album 

automation in iPhoto.  
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Camera Mo del  

 

If you use more than one camera, there is a Camera Model attribute you can use to 

collect all photos shot by each of your cameras. This is really useful for collecting all 

your iPhone camera images.  

 

 

To create this Smart Album, select òCamera Modeló in the first pop-up menu, and 

òisó in the second. iPhoto will then go through your iPhoto library and identify the 

digital camera models for the photos you have imported into iPhoto. Select your 

model to create your Smart Album.  
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Sample iPhoto Smart A lbums  

 

Vacation Photos  

 

Birthday Photos  

 

Recent Favorites  

 

The Date condition refers to the date the photos were taken, not the day they were 

imported into your iPhoto library. This Smart Album is useful for getting at your favorite 

recent photos.  

 

Unrated Photos  
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As with iTunes tracks, it is a good idea to get in to  the habit of rating your images 

after you import them. Even if you donõt want to spend time rating them all at least 

give the best images a 5 star rating and your least favorites a 1. Or leave the poorly 

shot photos unrated, so you can later decide to tra sh them if your iPhoto library 

becomes bloated. A similar Smart Album can be done for "untitled ò and untagged 

(no keyword) photos.  

RAW Photos 

 

RAW photos are typically very large files, so itõs a good idea to keep track of them in 

a Smart Album.  

Non -edite d Photos  

 

If youõre keen on editing your images, this is a useful Smart Album for collecting un-

edited photos. You can of course add conditions for photos shot on a particular day 

or from a particul ar album.  

50mm Lens Photos  

 

If you have a special lens y ou like to shoot with, this Smart Album is great for 

collecting photos taken at a particular focal length.  
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Chapter 4: Smart Mailboxes and 

Smart Groups in Mail  

How to Create Smart Mailboxes  

 
Most of us have a love/hate relationship with our email box. We l ike the speed and 

efficiency of sending and receiving  emails, but we detest the countless (often spam) 

messages we receive on a daily basis. Creating Smart Mailboxes and Mail rules is 

one solution to the problem of managing email messages.  

 

Smart Mailboxe s collect email messages based on conditions you set up for them. 

Smart Mailboxes are a useful way to automatically manage, filter and access your 

messages. You can use Smart Mailboxes to prioritize what messages you will read first 

and which ones you will  send straight to the trash can.  

 

Similarly, Appleõs Mail program includes the ability to set up automatic mail rules for 

incoming messages.  

 

Letõs first learn how to set up a Smart Mailbox. 

 

New Smart Mailbox  
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In Mail, choose Mailbox >  New Smart Mailbox. Notice there is also a menu item for 

"New Mailbox" . The regular mailbox requires you to manually add messages to them, 

whereas Smart Mailboxes automatically collect messages based on the conditions 

set for them.  

 

Todayõs Unread Mail 

 

Our first Smart Mailbox will be one which collects your unread mail for the current 

day.  

 

1. In the first pop -up menu, select Date Received and in the second 

menu, select òis today.ó 

 

2. Click the Add (+) button to add another condition.  

 

3. In the pop -up menu sele ct òMessage is Unreadó 

 

4. Select òalló so both conditions must apply 

 

5. If you want to include current messages that have been sent to the 

trash and messages in your Sent mailboxes, select the checkboxes.  












































































