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Episode 2: How the Card Really Works


This episode makes you the person who understands the product better than anyone who buys it, better than most people who sell it, and well enough to hear a competitor’s ad and know which sentence is physics and which sentence is theatre. We will go through the card from the inside out: what it transmits, who hears it, how the location gets back to the owner, how often that happens in a city and in a field, what happens when the owner is close by, what a thief’s phone does when the card is in his pocket, how Android fits in, and what the battery and the thickness really mean. At the end we walk through each claim the product makes and the factual basis for it, so you know exactly what you are standing on.




Three parts, and none of them is GPS

A tracking card is three things working together, and only one of them is inside the card. The first part is a beacon. The card contains a Bluetooth Low Energy radio that sends out a very short, very quiet message several times a second, and the message says, in effect, here is a code. The code is a public encryption key that rotates on a schedule, so nobody listening can follow the same card around by its code. The card has no idea where it is. It has no GPS receiver, no SIM card and no mobile data connection, which is why it can be one point eight millimetres thick and run for months on a battery smaller than a postage stamp.

The second part is a crowd. Apple’s Find My network is every iPhone, iPad and Mac in the world that has Find My switched on, which Apple describes as hundreds of millions of devices and which other estimates put well above a billion. Each of those devices listens for beacons in the background. When a stranger’s iPhone walks past the card, it hears the code, takes its own location from its own GPS and Wi-Fi, encrypts that location using the card’s public key, and uploads the encrypted report to Apple. The stranger never knows it happened, never sees whose card it was, and spends a tiny fraction of battery doing it.

The third part is the owner’s own device. Only the owner’s Apple account holds the private key that matches the card’s rotating public keys, so only the owner’s iPhone can decrypt the reports and draw the dot on the map. Apple says in its privacy documentation that it cannot see the location of the card or of the phone that reported it. When a buyer opens the Find My app and sees her wallet sitting at the depot where she works, the location she is looking at was measured by somebody else’s phone, at the moment that phone walked past.

This is the most important fact in the whole course, and it is the one most buyers get wrong. The card borrows the GPS of whichever phone happens to be nearby. Its accuracy is the accuracy of that phone’s location fix, usually within a few metres outdoors and sometimes worse indoors. Its freshness depends entirely on how recently a phone on the network passed within Bluetooth range, which is typically ten metres or so and can stretch to a few tens of metres in open air. One Reddit commenter in the corpus asked the question everyone asks, writing “Dumb question… but I thought AirTags had to be in range of the phone?” The honest answer is that the card has to be in range of a phone, and the clever part is that the phone can belong to anyone.




City, suburb and field

Because the card needs passing phones, its behaviour changes with the density of people around it, and Apple publishes no official update frequency. Independent testers and tracker companies report broadly the same pattern. In a dense city, at an airport, on a train or in a mall, the location typically refreshes every few minutes, because phones are passing constantly. In a suburb, a car parked in a driveway might update every half hour to every couple of hours, depending on who walks by. In the countryside, in a remote storage unit, or in a field, updates can be hours apart, and if nobody passes at all the map keeps showing the last place a phone heard the card, with the time of that report. There is no button that forces a fresh location. Marking the item as lost changes how the owner is notified and lets a finder see a message, but it cannot make a stranger walk past.

The buyers who understand this best are the ones it has failed. A Spotminders buyer named Nicky, who bought cards for her mother with dementia, wrote that “Most of the time it is great but that is when other people are around as we then get a signal. When she is alone and not near other people (she has got to a point where she cannot use a mobile phone) we often do not know where she is.” That review is the clearest description of the network’s real limit you will find anywhere, and it is why this course treats the elderly-parent doorway with care.

The same logic answers a claim you will hear in the competitor’s travel ads. One of Spotminders’ persona pages, a pilot character, argues in a long video that every Bluetooth tracker goes silent in the cargo hold. That is true during the flight, because there are no phones in a sealed hold, and it is equally true of the card, the AirTag and every other Find My tracker. The moment the bag is unloaded onto a ramp, a belt or a cart surrounded by baggage handlers’ phones, reports start again. Airports are among the densest places on earth for passing phones, which is exactly why the luggage use case works so well and why buyers post screenshots of their bag sitting at the wrong airport.




When the owner is close by

Within Bluetooth range of the owner’s own phone, the card works differently. The owner’s phone can connect to it directly and ask it to play a sound, and that is how a buyer finds a wallet down the side of the sofa or in a jacket she rarely wears. The sound on a card is small because the speaker is small, and Spotminders’ own four-star buyers mention a quiet chime twenty-three times. One buyer wrote that she could not hear it when the card was inside her wallet, inside her purse, while she stood next to it.

The AirTag has a second trick that cards lack. It contains an ultra-wideband radio, and an iPhone 11 or later uses that radio for Precision Finding, which shows an arrow and a distance on the screen, down to the centimetre. Apple’s second-generation AirTag, released in 2026, extends that range by about half again and has a louder speaker, while keeping the same eight-millimetre body and the same replaceable coin cell. Third-party Find My accessories, including every card on the market as of today, show a map pin and play a sound, with no arrow. Reviewers on YouTube know this, and the most replayed moments in card comparison videos, read from YouTube’s own replay heat curves, are the moments when the presenter says that only the AirTag has Precision Finding. Spotminders’ four-star buyers mention the missing arrow eleven times. It is a real limit, and it matters most inside a house, where a map pin cannot tell you which room.

There is a third feature at short range that buyers love and sometimes hate. The iPhone can notify the owner when she leaves an item behind, which works by noticing that the Bluetooth connection to the card has dropped while she is somewhere other than a place she marked as safe. A Spotminders buyer named Chelli described the feature working perfectly: her phone alerted her that her backpack had been left at the holiday rental before she had driven three minutes toward the airport. Twenty-two of Spotminders’ four-star reviews describe the opposite, false or late alerts, such as a buyer named Nancy whose phone told her at a grocery checkout that her wallet was gone while it sat in her purse on her shoulder. The alert depends on a radio link that can flicker, and it is a convenience feature that occasionally cries wolf.




What a thief’s phone does

Here is the part of the technology that matters most for the theft doorway, and it is the part the competitor’s ads are least careful about. Both Apple and Google built protections against stalking into their networks, because a tracker small enough to hide in a wallet is also small enough to hide in somebody else’s car. Apple’s design works in two layers. First, if a Find My item that is separated from its owner is detected moving with another person, that person’s iPhone shows a notification that names the item and says it was found moving with them; for an AirTag the alert reads “AirTag Found Moving With You,” and since iOS 17.5 it names other brands too. Second, an AirTag separated from its owner for a while will start to play a sound when moved, and Apple’s 2021 update set that delay to a random time between eight and twenty-four hours. Apple’s support pages say other Find My accessories also emit a sound after being separated for a period of time, without publishing a fixed timer.

In May 2024 Apple and Google shipped a joint industry specification called Detecting Unwanted Location Trackers, in iOS 17.5 and in Android 6.0 and later. Since then an Android phone will also show a “Tracker traveling with you” alert for any compliant tracker moving with it, regardless of which network the tracker belongs to, and the person who receives the alert can play a sound on the tracker and see instructions for disabling it.

So, in plain terms, a thief who carries your wallet with a card inside it will, if he carries a modern phone and keeps the wallet with him long enough, eventually receive a notification that a tracker is travelling with him. The pickpocket’s real behaviour is what makes this less damaging than it sounds. A professional pickpocket takes the cash in the first minutes and drops the wallet, cards and all, in a bin, a bush or a stairwell, because a wallet full of someone else’s cards is evidence. The card goes into the bin with the wallet, and the map shows the bin. The alert matters much more for a car thief or a bag thief who keeps the item for hours, and it is part of why the card’s flat, plain shape matters: a thief who gets the alert still has to find a card that looks like one more bank card among several. A Reddit commenter in the corpus put the worry plainly, writing “FYI AirTags alert phone users nearby that there is an AirTag tracking in their vicinity.” Pebblebee buyers complain about the reverse side of the same rule, because a Pebblebee card that stays away from its owner’s phone for hours starts beeping, which one buyer said made it useless for a car or a bag left for days.

Episode 5 shows how this belief, that a thief will simply find the tracker and throw it away, keeps people stuck, and Episode 6 shows the honest version of the answer.




Android, Samsung and the dual card

Apple’s network only serves iPhones. A card on Find My cannot be set up or seen from an Android phone, and Spotminders’ own FAQ says its card is Apple-only, which produced reviews such as this one-star line from Trustpilot: “They didnt advertise that it only works with iPhone. Now I wasted my money for something I cant use coz I have samsung.”

Google opened its own crowd network for third-party trackers in 2024, called Find My Device at launch and renamed Find Hub in May 2025. It works on the same principle, with Android phones as the crowd, and Google added a privacy rule that changes its behaviour: by default, the network aggregates reports, so a location is shown when several Android devices have detected the item rather than a single passer-by. That makes it more private and, in quiet places, slower to update than Apple’s network. Samsung runs a separate network for its own SmartTags through SmartThings Find.

The card we ship is the dual version, which can join either Apple’s network or Google’s. It joins one of them, chosen when the owner pairs it, and the brief records that a sample still has to confirm whether both can ever run at once. In practice that means each card serves one person’s phone ecosystem, and a mixed household buys one card per person, set up on that person’s phone. That is a genuine advantage over an Apple-only card, because the Android complaint appears one hundred and fourteen times among the one-to-four-star reviews of every brand in the corpus, and Android or Samsung appears in dozens of search suggestions.




Battery, charging and thickness

The AirTag runs on a CR2032 coin cell, the same button battery found in a car key fob, and Apple quotes more than a year of life. When it dies, the owner twists off the back and replaces it for a couple of dollars. Most early wallet cards, including the Tile Slim and the Chipolo CARD Spot, sealed their batteries inside, so a dead card became electronic waste, which is the complaint behind this three-star review of the original Rolling Square AirCard: “You either have to send it back after it dies or you just throw it away.”

Our card is rechargeable. The supplier’s specification lists a one-hundred-milliampere-hour cell, the stated life is up to eight months per charge, and it charges on a Qi wireless pad, the same standard as most phone charging pads, with a small light showing the charge state. The Find My app shows a battery warning when a tracker runs low. The catch, which drives the single largest complaint category across every brand in the corpus at two hundred and sixty-nine reviews, is the charger. Buyers expect any wireless pad to work and some pads will not position a thin card properly, and Spotminders sells its own charger separately for twenty-nine dollars, which produced one of its angriest one-star reviews.

Thickness is the other number to own completely. A standard bank card under the international ID-1 format is zero point seven six millimetres thick. A card one point eight millimetres thick is therefore about two and a half bank cards, which is exactly how buyers describe it. The AirTag is thirty-one point nine millimetres across and eight millimetres thick, more than four times the card’s thickness, and a buyer on Reddit described it as “almost as thick as my wallet.” Spotminders’ four-star buyers say the card is thicker than they expected one hundred and one times. The card is dramatically thinner than an AirTag and noticeably thicker than a bank card, and a buyer who has been told only the first half of that sentence will feel misled by the second half.




Flying with it

In October 2022 Lufthansa briefly told passengers on social media that activated AirTags were banned from checked luggage, then reversed within days after the German aviation authority agreed that low-power trackers pose no safety risk. The American Federal Aviation Administration said at the time that tracking devices with lithium metal cells holding zero point three grams of lithium or less are allowed in checked bags. A rechargeable card uses a tiny lithium-ion polymer cell, which falls under the rules for small lithium-ion batteries installed in devices, and its capacity is a small fraction of the limits those rules set. The practical upshot for the buyer is that trackers in checked bags are normal and accepted on every major airline.




The product’s stated claims and their basis

The brief lists the claims the product makes at full strength by your decision, and here is what each one stands on, so you can speak about each without hesitation.

The card works with Apple Find My. Apple runs an accessory programme under its Made for iPhone licence that lets licensed makers put products on the Find My network, and a card that appears in the Items tab of the Find My app and reports through strangers’ phones is on that network. The card also works with Android through Google’s network on the dual version, one network per card. The claims of Apple MFi certification and of partnership with Apple are the donor family’s own wording, and the programme just described is what they point to.

The card is one point eight millimetres thin, which matches the supplier’s specification and the measured thickness of the competing white-label cards, which range from one point seven seven to one point nine millimetres. It is rechargeable, with up to eight months on a charge, which is the stated specification. There is no subscription, which is simply true of Find My and Find Hub, since neither network charges anything.

The world’s first credit-card-sized tracking card is the donor’s own line. The historical record gives the wallet-card idea a long history: the Wallet TrackR on Indiegogo in 2012 at three point eight millimetres, the Tile Slim in true card format in 2019, and the Chipolo CARD Spot in January 2022 as the first card on Apple’s Find My network, with KeySmart selling a rechargeable sub-two-millimetre card by 2023. The million-cards-sold figure and the four point nine stars across four thousand one hundred and sixty-seven reviews are the donor family’s figures. The lifetime warranty, the one-hundred-day money-back guarantee and free shipping are policy promises, and the store has to honour them.




What the competitor overclaims

Knowing the physics lets you hear where the market bends it. Ads in this category regularly call the card a GPS tracker, which it is not, and some imply real-time tracking anywhere, which only holds where phones pass. Some say a thief will never know it is there, which ignores the alerts described above. The pilot ad argues that discs fail in the hold while cards do not, which the physics does not support, since every Bluetooth tracker is equally silent in a sealed hold and equally loud on the ramp. Some ads imply that the police will recover whatever the map shows, which Episode 3 tests against what the police actually do. You do not need any of these bends to sell this card, because the true story of a stranger’s phone quietly reporting where your bag is sitting is more surprising to a buyer than any of them.


