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Abstract. Smartphones have become ubiquitous in today’s digital world
as a mobile platform allowing anytime access to email, social platforms,
banking, and shopping. Many providers supply native applications as a
method to access their services, allowing users to login directly through
a downloadable app. In this paper, we ﬁrst expose a security vulnerability in the Android framework that allows for third party apps to spoof
native app activities, or screens. This can lead to a wide variety of security risks including the capture and silent exﬁltration of login credentials
and private data. We then compare current defense mechanisms, and
introduce the concept of Trusted Activity Chains as a lightweight protection against common spooﬁng attacks. We develop a proof of concept
implementation and evaluate its eﬀectiveness and performance overhead.

1

Introduction

In the recent years, global smartphone sales have grown 73%, while Android
phone sales have grown 379% [1]. Due to this massive growth, mobile platforms
are being used for a wide variety of services. By accessing these services, end
users have become accustomed to authenticating to multiple third parties. This
experience can be similar to more traditional models if the services utilize a
web-based application. However, more and more services are deploying native
applications, which is a departure from the web interfaces more frequently found
on a desktop or laptop computing model. Therefore, users are not familiar with
the expected results of common tasks like launching an app or navigating between apps when unfamiliar windowing system is in use. These factors lower the
barrier of entry for malicious code to fool a user into doing something unintended.
While malware is written to use any and all possible security holes, widespread
threats will generally target the most lucrative opportunities with the largest
possible user base. Due to the relative unfamiliarity users have for mobile devices
and the lack of standardized interface paradigms, taking advantage of this has
the potential to aﬀect the vast majority of smartphone users. It also has the
potential to be incredibly lucrative, as the possibilities for surreptitious logging
of highly personal data like bank account credentials or credit card numbers are
both numerous and take little eﬀort. In a compounding eﬀect, there are few to
no technical challenges needed to deceive users.
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Traditionally, phishing or web spooﬁng are targeted attacks designed to trick
users into revealing sensitive information or credentials to a third party, often
without the user’s knowledge that something bad has happened. Most phishing
attempts do not need to exploit security vulnerabilities in websites, but rely on
social engineering, look-alike links, and persuasive or seemingly urgent emails
to lure users to release their private information [2]. Many studies have focused
on the prevention of phishing, both via automated detection of malicious websites [3–5] and training and informing users [2]. However, all of these studies and
tools are focused on web-based phishing, and many of the methods involved are
unsuitable for a mobile environment. They are either too speciﬁc to be useful in
the context of native applications or rely on services which would be too resource
intensive and non-trivial to port to mobile devices. All of these roadblocks are
due to the diﬀerence in the interaction model used by native mobile apps. To
fully understand phishing in the context of a native app, we must look at the
framework from which native apps are built.
Android is designed with a strong inter-process communication framework,
enabling third party apps to integrate both with Android services and other
apps. One of the major design goals was to enable component reuse among
apps. For example, Android devices with a camera ship with an associated app,
allowing third parties to treat the camera as a service, from which they can make
simple requests and get back a picture in a variety of forms. At the same time,
the user is presented with a familiar camera interface, then returned to the app
they were originally interacting with. The Android framework was designed to
make this use-case simple to achieve for developers, and interactions with the
myriad of hardware devices on a smartphone predictable and easy to manage for
users. These goals are made possible by two major portions of the framework,
Activities and Intents.
In this paper, we explore how the ability to reuse activities changes user
expectations, thus allowing activities to be spoofed by almost any third party
app. We show how this can lead to exﬁltration of account credentials among other
breaches of privacy. We further explore how such an attack can be embedded
in a legitimate application, and a proof-of-concept attack is demonstrated. We
then discuss diﬀerent defenses, including simple solutions and more sophisticated
approaches already developed. We propose a framework for Trusted Activity
Chains, which provide a lightweight, transparent system with a variable level of
protection and user interaction. We evaluate the eﬀectiveness of our defense along
with its performance overhead. In addition, we discuss how our adaptation can
protect against a larger surface of attacks than just credential-focused phishing
attacks, and possible areas for future work and analysis.
The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. Section 2 describes the
background information on Android activity. Section 3 presents the vulnerability of activity spooﬁng. Section 4 details diﬀerent defense mechanisms and
our proposed approach. Section 5 evaluates the eﬀectiveness of our solution and
its performance overhead. Section 6 surveys related work. Finally, Section 7
concludes the paper with the discussion of future work.
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Background

Activities can be considered an abstraction for all of the code required to both
display and handle events on a single screen. Activities can also serve as the entry
point to an app, when properly designated as such. This allows any activity to
be reused by an app other than its own as long as the third party app knows
the correct message, or intent, to send that activity. The associated framework
that enables the aforementioned messages is a custom facility, which Android
calls intents. Intents can be constructed in any activity, and are used to either
explicitly bring another activity into view or to implicitly request a certain type
of activity to handle the attached data. When an activity is requested for use by
an intent, it is brought to the foreground and displayed to a user for interaction.
Once the user is ﬁnished with an activity or the activity in turn sends an intent
to yet another activity, the current activity ﬁnishes and is stopped. This returns
the user to the previous foreground activity or the newly started one. This model
is designed around a stack of activities [6], and allows for a ﬂuid exchange of
data between apps, and a seamless experience for the user.
Android does provide some methods for limiting the scope of an activity, but
they alone do not provide adequate protection for developers or users. The two
major methods of protection are permission preconditions and private scoping
of activities. Optionally, activities can require apps which send them intents
to possess certain permissions, such as the ability to access a user’s location.
This can be used to ensure correct functionality of an activity, or ensure that
some data collected by an app with certain permissions is only passed to other
apps with the same or similar permissions. This feature, while helpful, is widely
unused [7], and users cannot rely upon apps to safeguard their information to
any greater degree than the Android system requires. Even with the use of
these permission checks, there are well-known permission escalation attacks [8].
Another privatization method for activities is requiring a custom “key”, thereby
ensuring that any invoking app knows the exact string required to launch that
particular activity. More frequently, they can receive standard system messages,
allowing any app which asks for a particular kind of service to possibly be routed
to the activity in question. The ﬁnal, and default option is for an activity to
require explicit invocation by name. However, as we will discuss below, this is
actually the least eﬀective method of protecting an activity from third party
access.
Android does not place any restrictions on what types of apps are allowed
to request the execution of activities. By default, without ﬂagging an activity
for a certain type of action, activities can only be launched outside of their
respective apps via invoking them by their full name including the package in
which they reside. However, easy to use tools [9] exist which enable ﬁnding the
package and full class names of all activities in any published app. This eﬀectively
makes securing components the job of the developer, which has been shown to be
problematic [7,10,11]. Due to these limitations, a variety of patterns of misuse are
available to app developers. We will focus on a particularly dangerous pattern,
called activity spoofing.
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Fig. 1. Facebook’s login activity

3

Activity Spoofing

Due to the relative lack or inadequacy of protections for activities, one cannot
be assured of which activities belong to which apps. When one app displays an
activity which is visually similar or identical to an activity from another app,
users will become confused as to which application they are interacting with.
This is called activity spooﬁng. We give an overview of how activity spooﬁng
works, then discuss the properties and magnitude of the attack surface, and
ﬁnally look into a particular attack vector.
3.1

Overview of Threat Model

Activities consist of many diﬀerent kinds of information and interactions. We are
interested primarily in authentication screens, or other activities that require a
user to enter some kind of credentials or private data. These kinds of screens are
commonly found in many types of apps, including popular social network apps
like Facebook (Figure 1) and Twitter (Figure 2). Activity spooﬁng normally
occurs when a user launches an app, which attempts to display an activity (the
intended activity), but another activity is immediately launched (the spoofed
activity) afterwards, which mimics the intended activity in appearance but is
not the activity the user is expecting. Activity spooﬁng which does not have
a temporal context can also be executed by an app advertising some kind of
interoperability, like the ability to tweet about something from within the app.
When the user goes to exercise this functionality, the app is free to launch an
activity which mirrors the oﬃcial app’s appearance and feel.
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Fig. 2. Twitter’s generic login activity, which could further encourage spooﬁng

When users are presented with the spoofed activity, they assume that it is
in fact the intended activity; as it looks identical to the intended activity and
is exactly what they expect by launching the intended app. This is primarily
because Android operates with only one activity visible at a time. This deprives
users of any possible knowledge that there are two activities which mirror each
other in appearance. Another enabling factor is that Android does not force
activities to actively display what app they belong to. Therefore, users have no
way of knowing that the spoofed activity does not belong to the app it appears
to originate from. When the user interacts with the spoofed activity, it has full
control over what is done with any information the user provides.
If users do enter whatever credentials are required to authenticate to the service which the spoofed activity is masquerading as, such as a login ID or email
address and a password or PIN, they are handing the spoofed activity full access
to that service. The spoofed activity can capture these values, and is free to
exﬁltrate them as it pleases. Moreover, the likelihood of these credentials being
correct is much higher than more traditional methods of credential collection.
This is because users are trying to actively use the service being portrayed, ensuring they are making a good-faith eﬀort to provide current login and password
data. Since most apps send credentials to a server to be authenticated, active
network I/O is very common after submitting credentials to a login activity. This
creates a perfect opportunity to send the data collected by the spoofed activity to an external server associated with the spoofed activity’s app. Combining
legitimate network traﬃc with data exﬁltration makes detection of the private
data leakage more diﬃcult.
To keep users unaware of the data leakage, the spoofed activity can act in a
variety of ways after it has captured the entered credentials. It can display an
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error message to the users, and exit silently. This has the eﬀect of redirecting
the users to the intended activity, which allows them to re-enter their credentials
without interference. Another option is to pass the data on to the intended
activity and initiate the submission of the data, bypassing the intended activity
and displaying the next activity in app. Note that either of the two approaches
could raise some suspicions.
By displaying an error message to users, the spoofed activity is returning
control to the intended activity’s app as quickly as possible, thereby minimizing
the chances for detection due to lag in the user-interface or other abnormalities.
However, over time, the prevalence of these errors could arouse suspicion. Also,
this requires the spoofed activity to closely mimic the intended activity’s error
dialog. This adds complexity to the spooﬁng code, which increases the code’s
footprint. To combat these issues, the app containing the spoofed activity could
only launch the spoofed activity a fraction of the times the user attempts to
interact with the intended activity. This allows for a more realistic error rate,
which users will be more willing to tolerate. If the spoofed activity passes the
data on, the expected workﬂow is uninterrupted. This decreases the likelihood
of user suspicion, as the sequence of activities displayed to the user is unchanged
by the spoofed activity. However, Android must update the display when the
spoofed activity exits, and the ability to programmatically bypass an activity is
dependent on the authentication model employed. This delay could potentially
draw attention from a trained user. We next describe what common types of
interactions are vulnerable to activity spooﬁng.
3.2

Properties of Vulnerable Apps

Despite Android’s unhindered access model, not every activity can be easily
spoofed. Activities which display real-time data, or frequently updated streams
which aren’t publicly available can present real challenges to spooﬁng. Also, activities which make API-speciﬁc request from services over the network typically
employ the use of an API key, which would require a spoofed activity to also
obtain an API key. While this is signiﬁcantly more diﬃcult than spooﬁng a basic
activity, there are common weaknesses in this approach which could allow for
bypassing the need for an API key [12]. Nevertheless, we will focus on those
activities that do not make use of private API’s. This covers the large majority
of activities, most of which are vulnerable to spooﬁng, but are also relatively
harmless. The harmful activities require user interaction, typically asking users
to enter some sort of login credentials or private information. As discussed before, these kinds of activities are prime for spooﬁng. Depending on the exact
methods used for mimicking an application, the spoofed activity could look anywhere from close to an exact replica of the intended activity. In some cases, apps
provide very generic login activities which can lead to confusion as to what app
is requesting the user’s credentials, even without the introduction of spooﬁng
attacks. While many kinds of activities ﬁt these criteria, we now present social
networking apps as a particular attack vector.
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3.3

Spooﬁng Social Network Logins

Social networking has been exponentially increasing in the past few years, with
the rise in popularity largely due to the sites like Myspace, Facebook, and Twitter. With a website like Facebook having well over 1.2 Billion active users [13],
social network users account for one of the largest user-bases available. Combined with the fact that both Facebook and Twitter apps come preinstalled on
many Android smartphones, the attack surface available to spoof a social networking application is very large. However, users do not hold access to their
social networking accounts as important as access to more important accounts,
like bank accounts and online shopping sites. This leads to weaker passwords,
and password reuse [14] which furthers the expected value of intercepting this
data. As an added beneﬁt, some social networks use the user’s email address
as the account identiﬁer. By capturing this data along with a valid password, a
malicious app would have the ability to access some percentage of users email
accounts, due to password reuse as mentioned previously. Many online services
allow someone with access to the email address associated with an account to
reset the password, thereby gaining access without knowing the chosen password
a priori. All of these factors combine to make users’ social network credentials
highly desirable targets. To demonstrate the ease of these kinds of attacks, a
proof-of-concept app was developed, and is discussed below.
3.4

Spoofed Activity Attack

In order to demonstrate the ease and eﬀectiveness of spooﬁng popular applications, we have created a proof-of-concept attack on the Facebook app for
Android. A true attacker would implement the activity spooﬁng code within
another seemingly benign app; however, for our purposes, we have simply implemented a stand-alone app. Regardless of how the code is loaded, the app will
generally follow a monitor-capture-exfiltrate cycle.
Monitoring. In order to spoof an activity, the attacking app must know when
the intended activity is being launched. This is trivial if the user is already
using the attacking app; but if they aren’t, Android provides the ability for
apps to launch background tasks called services. Our app uses a service which
is detached from the app itself, allowing for it to continue to run in the background even after the app’s activities are stopped. This service monitors Android’s ActivityManager, which allows it to launch the spoofed activity as soon
as any app requests for the intended activity to be launched.
Capture. Once the intended activity has been launched, our monitor launches
the spoofed activity. This ensures it appears after, and therefore, above the
intended activity. By utilizing Apktool [9], we have simply copied the relevant
design assets and XML ﬁles which describe the look and feel of Facebook’s
app into our own, making the intended and spoofed activities appear identical
(Fig. 1 is taken from our proof-of-concept). The users have no possible way
of knowing that they are interacting with the spoofed activity, instead of the
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Fig. 3. User’s credentials captured by a spoofed activity

intended activity. Once the users attempt to authenticate, the spooﬁng app will
intercept and capture their credentials, unbeknown to them.
Exﬁltrate. While our proof of concept simply displays the captured values back
to the user (Figure 3), a real application could exﬁltrate this data, possibly over
the network to a remote server. This presents the most challenging part of the
spooﬁng attack, as tools like TaintDroid [15] exist to track this kind of information ﬂow. However, none of the currently available ﬂow analysis tools would
ﬂag this particular information leak, as the user is providing the information
willingly, and from their memory or other medium outside the control of the
phone. Therefore, any systems-based approach [16–18] wouldn’t be able to differentiate this kind of data from valid data captured by the intended app itself.
Signiﬁcantly more intrusive and resource intensive methods would have to be
employed for one of these systems to be able to diﬀerentiate between spoofed
and valid authentication attempts at the activity level.

4

Defenses

While activity spooﬁng is hard to prevent and easy to implement, there exist
a wide range of possible defenses. Any defensive measure must prevent activity
spooﬁng from occurring while allowing benign apps to continue to reuse third
party components. In addition, if the defense is to be practical, it must have a
very low level of false positives (benevolent apps which are ﬂagged as malicious)
and have minimal impact on the user. False negatives (spoofed activities which
are not caught) are acceptable as some protection is better than no protection;
but false positives will lead to users bypassing any protections oﬀered in order
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to simply achieve their desired functionality. Correctly identifying spooﬁng attempts is diﬃcult because of the plethora of ways to emulate another activities
functionality. Below we discuss two fundamental types of preventative measures,
including analysis of a current solution [19]. We then oﬀer a reﬁnement on one
of our proposed models, which oﬀers a variable level of required user interaction,
and protects against a wide range of attacks.
One strategy to defend against phishing is to deploy other apps which monitor
or otherwise protect against phishing attempts. This approach has a low barrier
to entry, and allows for widespread distribution even to older Android devices
which may not receive oﬃcial system updates. However, app-based solutions will
have a limited ability to actively protect the user from other apps, and while
monitoring and alerting users to potential threats is worthwhile, a better defense
mechanism might be sought when valuable personal information is at risk.
4.1

Secure Phrases

On the Internet, websites have long dealt with phishing and spooﬁng attacks.
One of the most popular methods of combating these attacks is the use of secure
phrases and images [21–23]. These images or phrases are set up after successfully
authenticating for the ﬁrst time, and are displayed on the authentication page the
subsequent times when users visit the site. This approach requires app developers
to modify the apps’ implementation. However, most major providers already
have the infrastructure in place to oﬀer this service via their web apps. All that
would be required is a translation of the feature to work on an Android device.
However, since this approach requires minimal work at the Android device, it
is also the least eﬀective. While rendering the simple implementation discussed
previously ineﬀective, adding a secure phrase wouldn’t prevent more complex
spooﬁng attacks. For example, the spooﬁng activity could simply implement a
transparent frame. If placed in the correct spot on screen, this transparency
would give the appearance of displaying the secure phrase or image as if it was
being displayed by the spooﬁng activity itself.1 On the other hand, this approach
introduces zero false positive, and does not restrict activity reuse in any way.
4.2

Spoof Killer

The main idea behind Spoof Killer [19] is to introduce a system interrupt into
the login procedure, during which the system veriﬁes that the current context, or
the application from which the login request was generated, matches some sort
of internal whitelist or certiﬁcate list. If the context is safe, the login proceeds,
and is otherwise aborted. This system interrupt takes the form of requesting the
user activate a pre-deﬁned interrupt key, like the home key on Android phones.
This requires users to correctly execute an additional step every time they login
1

As of Android 4.0, there are built-in measures to guard against such attacks. But by
2014, the top ﬁve banking and social network apps have not yet implemented any
sort of secondary security measures.
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to any app. From a usability perspective this may not be advantageous, as it
introduces another step during which a user could fail the login procedure. This
may lead users to ﬁnd the feature cumbersome, and disable it or ﬁnd an alternate
(and thereby more insecure) method of authentication. However, as was outlined
in the cited page, when correctly used this feature builds a behavior into users
that provides inertia against attacks that try and bypass this mechanism.
From a technical standpoint, requiring a global interrupt for any app authentication must be handled by the app developers, as there is no way for the system
to detect every application’s version of authentication unless they are using some
standardized authentication feature. This could hamper usability as not all applications will implement the system interrupt feature, leading users to either
distrust valid applications, or to not form the habit of initiating the interrupt,
which weakens the protection provided. Also, by relying on a whitelist, Spoof
Killer implicitly places the burden of ensuring an up-to-date whitelist on the
end user’s system, which may or may not be feasible for all platforms, speciﬁcally enterprise infrastructures which largely follow out-of-band update cycles.
These concerns lead us to an alternate paradigm for less intrusive protection
that requires no prior knowledge of trust.

5

Trusted Activity Chains

We now propose a system-level defense which provides a new framework feature
to app developers, called Trusted Activity Chains. We will give an overview of
the approach, discuss the components of our framework, potential issues which
arise from this model, and the impacts it has on both the usability and security
of an Android device.
5.1

Overview

Our framework introduces the concept of sequences of activities which should
not be interrupted. App developers should be able to simply annotate a chain
of activities with a request that they not be interrupted, and the system should
handle the rest. In keeping with the design ideas of the Android framework,
at any given time only one activity is displayed in the foreground. The app
which owns this activity can therefore be considered the “foreground app”. When
an activity is brought into the foreground, it requests a lock, signaling that it
should not be interrupted. Once this lock is granted by the operating system, the
system will begin to monitor any attempts by other apps, background services,
or other process to launch a new activity. Depending on the conﬁguration, the
system will handle these requests diﬀerently than it normally would (e.g. let the
activity launch). Once the foreground activity is ﬁnished, the next activity in
the uninterrupted chain will be launched, or the lock will be given up and the
system will revert to standard behavior, allowing any activity to be launched.
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Components

There are a number of interactions that Trusted Activity Chains give rise to. In
order for the concept to work, we need to have processes to deal with how an
activity acquires the interrupt lock, how it releases the same lock, how the OS
manages the lock, and what happens when there is an attempted interruption
while the lock is being held. Figure 4 gives a state diagram for the possible states
of the lock, which will be referenced below.

PASS ON,
INT ATTEMPT

LOCK HELD
LOCK ACQ
FINISH,
SYS REQ
NOT HELD

END COMP

END

END REACHED

Fig. 4. State Diagram for Lock Life Cycle

Acquisition and Release. To acquire the interrupt lock, an activity simply
needs to be marked as requesting the lock. When the ActivityManager launches
such an activity, it will also check if the lock is free (NOT HELD). If so, it assigns
the lock to the launching activity (LOCK ACQ), and allows it to launch without
further interference. The activity now holds the lock (LOCK HELD), and may do
any number of things with it. If the activity (such as a login screen) wants to
assure that the next activity the user is shown upon successful authentication in
the app’s home screen, then the home screen can be tagged as the end point for
the lock (END). This allows for the application to ensure that no other activities
will be launched before its home screen is displayed (END REACHED, END COMP),
which protects against post-authentication spooﬁng, such as a malicious activity
launching a cloned version of the intended activity’s error dialog for a failed
authentication, and asking the user to try again. If the chain of activities which
request the lock does not end at the app’s home screen, the lock is simply
transferred to the next activity (PASS ON), and the cycle continues.
Alternatively, the lock-holding activity may simply release the lock when it is
paused or removed from the foreground (FINISH). This can be caused either by
design when the activity is the last one the app wishes to display for the moment;
or by the system if it needs to execute an action such as locking the screen or
displaying information on an incoming call (SYS REQ). Since these activities can
only be initiated by the system or the user via hardware buttons, they are safely
allowed to override the lock.
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Management. The Android framework already handles all activity lifetime
services through a central class, the ActivityManager [20]. Using this class to
simply keep track of which activity, if any, currently has the lock allows for
all of the features discussed. The OS must simply pass control back through
the ActivityManager any time it requests control from activities, so that the
lock can correctly be released in these scenarios. This both encapsulates all
modiﬁcations, and keeps the overhead imposed to a minimum.
Interrupt Handling. While the lock is held, if a third party app attempts to
launch an activity, the ActivityManager intercepts this request, and can handle
it depending upon the conﬁguration of the system. Some options include alerting
the user that a third party activity is trying to launch, and notify the user that
the third party activity will be launched at the completion of the current app’s
sequence (INT ATTEMPT). While eﬀective, this may be too heavy-handed, and so
the OS could allow the third party activity to be launched, but require it identify
itself as a third party. The Android framework already includes a mechanism for
this by way of title bars. Title bars are an UI element that may optionally be
turned oﬀ, depending on the theme selected by the app developer. This allows
for a visual cue that the current activity is diﬀerent from the activity that was
just in focus.
5.3

Potential Issues

Trusted Activity Chains allow for a very robust defense against many kinds
of spooﬁng and phishing attacks. However, there are some potential drawbacks
which could limit the eﬀectiveness of this mechanism. As with any system which
employs a locking mechanism, we must handle the possibility of race conditions
and deadlocks. Because Trusted Activity Chains require developers to adapt
their apps to the framework, we also must address intentional and unintentional
misuse by developers, along with issues of adoption.
Race Conditions and Deadlocks. Race conditions could occur when two
or more activities are launched, each of which requests the interrupt lock. Due
to the nature of Android, the order of activity launches is not precise, but is
atomic. That is, one of the activities that is attempting to launch will be ﬁrst,
and will be launched before any of the other activities are picked by the system
to begin the launch process. This ensures that one activity will always be able
to fully acquire the lock before another activity is allowed to check the status
of the lock. Therefore, while the activity receiving the lock may not always be
the one expected to receive it, there is never a situation in which two activities
simultaneously will have the lock.
Similarly, deadlocks are never an issue, as even in the case where an activity
never manually releases the lock, any actionable item the system has to deal with
automatically releases the lock. This includes the user pressing the hardware
buttons, allowing the user control even in the event of a malfunction.
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Developer Misuse. In order for Trusted Activity Chains to protect an activity,
the developers of that activity must ﬂag that it requests the lock. This kind
of control can of course be misused by developers unfamiliar with the system,
as well as opening up a possible attack vector. Fortunately, Trusted Activity
Chains are resilient against all forms of misuse. If a developer were to tag an
activity as requesting the lock unintentionally, the app will still function, but
will simply prevent third party activities from launching. Even if the mistakenly
tagged activity requires data from a third party activity to function, because the
launch request for the third party activity originates from the activity with the
lock, it will be allowed to launch and run as normal.
While inadvertent misuse is a honest scenario to consider when designing a
framework, malicious misuse generally is more potentially damaging. However,
because our framework is overridden when the system has tasks to handle, a
malicious developer is not granted any more power than they already have within
the larger Android framework.
Adoption. There are innumerable proposed extensions to Android for the purpose of enhanced security [15–19], all of which have varying levels of security,
usability, and overhead. In addition to the vast number of users who are either
indiﬀerent or unaware of the security concerns with Android, this plethora of
options makes adoption of any one strategy diﬃcult. Furthermore, Trusted Activity Chains require developers to write apps with them in mind in order to be
of use.
While these obstacles do exist, Trusted Activity Chains are still useful even
without a widespread adoption. We allow for apps using our modiﬁcations to
interact seamlessly with other apps and the system as a whole. This incremental
approach allows for developers to slowly integrate Trusted Activity Chains into
their apps at their own pace, which slowly builds momentum. It also relieves the
pressure to patch all old apps immediately, as they too can be slowly phased in
as time allows.
Trusted Activity Chains can be easily added to old and new applications with
very few lines of code. Since the locking and unlocking mechanism does not
impair application functionality even when misused, developers can integrate
Trusted Activity Chains with conﬁdence that they are not introducing bugs.
We also note that by adding support, developers are taking an action which
protects their users, which can generate positive press for the developer’s apps.
It can also call attention to other apps which fail to use this feature. This form
of peer pressure can further drive adoption.
5.4

Implications

While providing a high level of protection, our framework could hurt usability.
Therefore, we oﬀer a less defensive, but more transparent method of functionality, wherein third party activities which launch during other app’s activity chains
are required to identify themselves to the user. This would alert the user to the
presence of a activity which did not belong to the foreground app. While this
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Fig. 5. The spoofed activity with Trusted Activity Chains enabled

does not guarantee that a user won’t fall for a spoofed activity, it does allow
easy identiﬁcation of the intended activity in contrast with the spoofed activity.
This defense has the added beneﬁt of giving apps more control over how they
interact with other portions of the Android system.
We note that this approach, like that of [19] requires developers to actively
implement new features in the apps for the defense to function. However, apps
which lack our approach do not function incorrectly in its absence, but are
merely less secure. This allows for our approach to be implemented without
prior widespread adoption as discussed above. Also, our approach is both ﬂexible
and extendable, and can be used for non-security related problems as well as
protecting against many kinds of malicious behaviors.

6

Evaluation

To validate the eﬃcacy of our proposed defense mechanism, we developed a
prototype of Trusted Activity Chains. Then, we evaluated its eﬀectiveness and
usability via a case study, as well as performance impact on the Android smartphone. It is important that the proposed Trusted Activity Chains can be easily
used by normal users, while its performance overhead is minor for using them.
Our experiments were conducted using a Motorola device with a 550MHz ARM
A8 processor and 256MB of RAM, running Android 2.2.3. For the purposes of
evaluation, our defense mechanism was conﬁgured to simply block third-party
app execution while a Trusted Activity Chain is underway. This allows for the
most accurate performance measurements to be collected.
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Eﬀectiveness and Usability

Obviously, in the mode where third party launches are forbidden during a Trusted
Activity Chain, a user will be simply unaware of the attempt assuming that the
app developer has correctly annotated their app. So, we have only validated
the eﬀectiveness and usability when the mechanism is conﬁgured to allow third
party apps to launch, but force them to show their title bars. We conducted a
case study with a small group of users (<10) who do not use an Android device
on a regular basis. We explained the purpose of the study, and told them to use
the test device to log on to Facebook, take a photo, and share it. We did not
give any information on how Trusted Activity Chains work, nor that there was
any modiﬁcation to the Android device. The Facebook app leverages the stock
Android camera app to take photos, which means that it will allow third party
code to run when the users attempt to take a picture. We have modiﬁed the
Facebook app so that this action will occur during a Trusted Activity Chain
to simulate developer misuse. We have also left our attack application running,
which means the users will be confronted with the spoofed Facebook login activity before getting to the real activity. However, as per our conﬁguration, the
spoofed activity will be forced to display a title bar, which will display the app
name to which the activity belongs.
During the initial launch, the users correctly identiﬁed that the spoofed activity was not the true Facebook login screen, but could not pinpoint the reason
beyond that it looked diﬀerent than what they were used to. This shows that
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even if a malicious application chose a name very similar to the one of the app it
was attempting to spoof, users may still be able to discern the diﬀerence under
our framework. After identifying the fraud, the users were unsure what to do to
proceed, but were able to complete a valid login. However, when they attempted
to take a picture, they again noticed that the camera app seemed diﬀerent, and
decided to cancel taking the picture. While this outcome is not a failure of our
framework but rather due to developer misuse, our future work will consider
how to resolve this type of false-positives.
6.2

Performance

In order to measure the performance overhead associated with Trusted Activity
Chains, we took measurements of the total time elapsed to launch two social
networking apps with and without the defense mechanism enabled. We tested
both a cold start of the app along with resuming the app after ﬁve minutes
of web browsing. We installed our attack application, which monitors for the
launch of either app, and attempts to launch its own spoofed version of the login
screens. These scenarios were repeated 10 times each, and we took the average
time after dropping the highest and lowest times for each.
As we can see in Figure 6, the overhead during a cold start is barely recognizable. This is due to the initialization which must be undertaken for an app to be
started for the ﬁrst time taking much more time than our monitoring. However,
on a resume we do see an extra delay. Note that the overall times it takes to
resume the app are already rather high at 690ms and 460ms, respectively, under
normal conditions. Thus, even though we introduce an extra delay of ∼170ms,
a user will likely not notice it because the normal transition delays are more
than two to three times larger than this additional delay. Furthermore, users expect there to be some delay when moving between apps, as Android’s UI shows
transition eﬀects when performing a context switch. From these observations,
we can conclude that Trusted Activity Chains does not impair normal functionality of an Android device, and can be included without noticeable performance
degradation.

7

Related Work

Previous work has identiﬁed ﬂaws with both the Android IPC model [7] and
the permission model [11]. This work identiﬁes similar possible attack models,
including Intent spooﬁng and activities external to the launcher’s app returning
information to the launcher. We take this a step further by silently monitoring
for valid launches of activities and inject spoofed versions of these activities. A
similar attack was presented in [24], however no publications have resulted.
Felt and Wagner [25] detailed numerous categories of phishing attacks levied
at mobile devices, including spooﬁng an activities login screen. This work builds
on their result to show an embedded approach, as well as revealing some of the
technical features which enable this class of attacks. Further, we provide a robust
defense mechanism which could protect against many of their listed attacks.
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Russello et al. [17] built on TaintDroid [15] to provide information ﬂow tracking as well as a ﬁne-grained label system which allows users to allow or deny
access to information on an per-app basis. Their work requires no action on
the developer’s behalf, but does require users to specify what data should be
labeled. Users are generally less aware of application and data security concerns
than developers, and this strategy might be too technical for many users.
Quire [18] oﬀers call chain tracking to prevent confused deputy attacks [26]
along with a signature scheme which allows intents to be signed and veriﬁed.
This approach is limited to protecting well-meaning services from being duped
by other less benevolent apps, but does not stop information leakage like what is
possible via activity spooﬁng. More recently, ScreenPass [27] secures user passwords on touchscreen by providing a trusted password-entry user interface and
defends against spooﬁng via optical character recognition.
Like Spoof Killer [19], we demonstrate a defense against spooﬁng attacks.
However, our modiﬁcation requires no whitelists, and protects users from a broad
class of attacks as opposed to only protecting against login phishing attacks.
Similar to the cited method, our approach does require developer involvement.

8

Conclusion

In this paper, we have presented a simple but dangerous exploit of the Android
framework that allows arbitrary applications to spoof sensitive activities of other
applications in order to collect private data without users’ knowledge. This can
be accomplished because of an inability to identify what app a given activity
belongs to. We have developed a simple method for constructing spoof activities and integrating them into stand-alone or existing code. The danger of this
exploit lies in the simplicity of engineering a spoofed activity for any service
that provides a native app for Android, and the ease of collecting the harvested
data from user devices. We have then described possible defenses to this class
of attacks, considering some existing methods before introducing Trusted Activity Chains. We have demonstrated that Trusted Activity Chains are robust
and provide an easy way to optimize for security and usability. We have also
shown that they have minor impact on performance. We have further discussed
the details of how Trusted Activity Chains support spooﬁng prevention without
the pitfalls generally associated with locking mechanisms.
Our future work includes expanding the proposed defense mechanism, along
with a large scale usability study to further demonstrate both the severity of
the exploit and the eﬀectiveness of our defense framework. The requirement of
developer action to secure users’ devices is less than ideal, and we would like to
develop an automated method to detect which activities need to be protected
and which do not. We also would like to implement a full version of our defense,
and integrate it into the Android open source project.
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