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Your Phone Isn’t Listening to You

The targeted-ad coincidence feels like proof your microphone is

always on. The truth is more boring and more unsettling: nobody

needs to listen to know.

By Emmanuel Awosika November 21, 2025

lmost everyone has the story. You talked about a product you had

never searched for, mentioned it only out loud, and within a day an

advertisement for it appeared. The conclusion feels inescapable: the

http://127.0.0.1:40737/topics/technology
https://eawosika.com/


phone is listening, the microphone is always on, and the conversation

was harvested. It is a natural inference, and it is almost certainly wrong.

Start with the practical objections. Continuously recording audio,

transmitting it, transcribing it, and mining it for advertising intent across

billions of devices would consume bandwidth and battery in ways that

are trivially detectable, and security researchers have gone looking for

exactly this for years without finding a covert always-on advertising

pipeline. It would also be legally radioactive, the kind of thing that ends

companies when it leaks. The firms in question are many things, but they

are not run by people eager to bet the enterprise on a secret that

thousands of employees would have to keep.

The reason the coincidence feels so uncanny is that the real method is

more effective than eavesdropping, and needs no microphone at all.

These systems know who you spend time near, what those people

search for and buy, where you go, what you linger on, and how your

behavior rhymes with millions of others. If your friend researches a

product and you two share a location, a social graph, and overlapping

habits, the model can predict your interest without a single word of your

conversation. You experienced the ad as a response to your speech. It

was a response to your pattern, which is harder to escape than your

speech ever was.

This is the part that should unsettle more than the microphone myth

does. An always-listening phone would at least be defeated by silence.

Inference from behavior has no such off switch, because you cannot stop

generating the signals it reads. Where you are, what you tap, who you

know, how long you hesitate: all of it is legible, all the time, and the

profile it builds can anticipate desires you have not spoken and

sometimes have not consciously formed.



Clinging to the listening story is, in a strange way, comforting, because a

microphone is a concrete thing you could imagine covering or disabling.

The truth offers no such handle. The surveillance that actually shapes

what you see does not require your voice and cannot be muted by

holding your tongue. It watches what you do, which you cannot stop

doing, and that is a far deeper form of being known than any recording

would be.


