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Copilot Chat or In-App Copilot: Which Should I Use?
Overview
Microsoft 365 Copilot can be accessed in two ways: as a standalone chat interface (Copilot Chat), or directly within a Microsoft 365 app such as Word, Excel, Outlook or Teams. Knowing which to use comes down to one question: do you have a specific file open, or are you working more broadly? This guide explains the difference and gives practical examples for each. 
Note: The boundary between the two is gradually narrowing as Microsoft continues to develop both versions, but the core rules in this guide will remain a reliable starting point.

💻 The two ways to access Copilot
	Copilot Chat
The standalone chat interface
	In-App Copilot
The Copilot icon inside Word, Excel, Outlook, Teams or PowerPoint

	•  Open it at m365.cloud.microsoft or via the Copilot Chat app
•  A conversation-style chat window, like a messaging app
•  Can search across your LSE files, emails and Teams chats
•  Good for open-ended questions and tasks not tied to one file
•  You can upload a file into the chat if you need to
	•  Click the Copilot icon in the app ribbon or side panel
•  Copilot can see and work with the file or conversation in front of you
•  Actions happen directly in the document, spreadsheet or email
•  Good for tasks involving the specific file you are working on
•  Available in Word, Excel, Outlook, Teams and PowerPoint

	The simplest way to decide: if you have a specific document, email or spreadsheet open and want help with it, use in-app Copilot. If you want to think, plan, draft or ask a question without a specific file, use Copilot Chat.


 

🔍 How do they compare
	 
	Copilot Chat
	In-App Copilot

	Where you access it
	Via m365.cloud.microsoft, the Copilot Chat app, Teams sidebar, or Outlook sidebar
	Via the Copilot icon or button inside Word, Excel, Outlook, Teams or PowerPoint

	What it can see
	Your LSE emails, files and Teams chats (when you ask it to search). Also able to search the web when relevant
	The specific document, spreadsheet, email thread or meeting that is currently open

	How output appears
	In the chat window. You can copy it into a document yourself
	Directly into your document, email or spreadsheet, or as a suggestion alongside it

	Best for
	Open-ended questions, brainstorming, planning, drafting from scratch, research across multiple files
	Editing, improving or generating content within the file you are already working on

	Works across multiple files
	Yes, you can ask Copilot Chat to find and summarise content across your emails, Teams and SharePoint
	No, it focuses on the single item that is open in front of you

	Needs a file to be open
	No, you can start a conversation without anything open
	Yes, in-app Copilot works with the content already open in the app



📋 Which to use: practical scenarios
	Your situation
	Use this
	Why

	You want to draft a report but have not started yet and have no file open
	— Copilot Chat
	Copilot Chat doesn't need a file to get started

	You missed several Teams meetings and want to catch up across multiple conversations
	— Copilot Chat
	Chat can search across multiple meetings and threads at once

	You want to find information across your emails from the past month
	— Copilot Chat
	Chat can search your full inbox, not just one email thread

	You want to brainstorm ideas for a project or create a plan from scratch
	— Copilot Chat
	Good for open-ended thinking without a specific document context

	You need to ask a general question about how to use Excel or what a formula does
	— Copilot Chat
	A quick question doesn't need you to have a file open

	You have a Word document open and want Copilot to rewrite a section
	— In-App (Word)
	In-app Copilot can see and edit your document directly

	You have an email open in Outlook and want Copilot to suggest a reply or adjust the tone
	— In-App (Outlook)
	In-app Copilot reads the full thread and drafts within Outlook

	You are in a Teams meeting and want a live summary of what has been discussed
	— In-App (Teams)
	Copilot in Teams can summarise the live meeting transcript as it happens

	You have an Excel spreadsheet open and want Copilot to explain the data or suggest a formula
	— In-App (Excel)
	In-app Copilot can read the spreadsheet and work with the specific data in it

	You have a PowerPoint open and want Copilot to add speaker notes or draft a new slide
	— In-App (PowerPoint)
	Copilot works within the presentation structure you already have



⚡ Quick reference
Use Copilot Chat when …
✓  You don't have a specific file open
✓  You want to search across emails, files or meetings
✓  You're brainstorming or planning from scratch
✓  You want to ask a general question
✓  You're working across more than one document or app
Use In-App Copilot when …
✓  You have a Word document, email or spreadsheet open
✓  You want edits or content added directly into the file
✓  You want help with this specific document or email
✓  You want Copilot to see the full context of what you're working on
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