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Ethical questions about 
Mechanical Turk

• Who are the workers? 
• Why would they work for pennies? 
• Is it a digital sweatshop?



Ethical questions about 
Mechanical Turk



Here's an excerpt from an IRB application Chris Callison-Burch 
posted - "We will pay participants small sums of money to complete 
our tasks, ranging from $0.01 to $1. All participants can choose for 
themselves whether the compensation is fair, and opt not to do it if 
they deem the compensation to be too low. Amazon's Mechanical 
Turk has many other researchers and companies offering tasks, so 
we will offer compensation that is similar to what others offer." 

He first refers to Amazon's Mechanical Turk as "an online labor 
market." And that, I agree with. It is an online labor market. 

Requesters like him, and CrowdFlower, collude, explicitly or 
implicitly, to keep wages at a substandard level that is 
compatible with existence standard. 

Unlike Jewels, I don't blame workers for taking low paying jobs. I 
can't blame a person for being needy enough to take what amounts 
to a crust of bread. I blame Chris Callison-Burch, and others 
like him, for keeping the standard wage at crust of bread 
level. 

I feel like Maria in "Metropolis." 



I tried one of those to see, I gave it up at 4 minutes in and 
about 2/3 of the way through. For the whole hit, I'd have taken 
about 6 minutes. 10 hits an hour - $1.70 an hour. Restricted to 
U.S. residents. 

This is far too low to be considered a fair wage for a U.S. 
resident. My performance may be very far off from what others 
can do. Perhaps I took 4 times or more as long as an average 
worker would. 

My complaint is that any U.S. requester knows what wage 
rate is required for a U.S. resident to survive. We may not 
agree on an exact number. But as they say, I know a fair 
wage when I see it, and this is not it. 

Mturk is actually much smaller than what it can appear to be. 
Something close to requester monopoly has the power to keep 
wages low. Requester co-operation, explicit or implicit, reinforces 
this. 

Chris Callison-Burch is not unaware, I think, of the mechanics of 
the wage structure of Mturk. 





Web Workers Unite! Addressing 
Challenges of Online Laborers

Bederson and Quinn (ALT CHI 2011)
The ongoing rise of 
human computation has 
created an environment 
where human workers 
are often regarded as 
nameless, faceless 
computational resources. 
Some people have begun 
to think of online tasks as 
a “remote person call”. 

Unfortunately, as with any labor 
market, once humans and money 
are involved, a host of problems 
surface. From privacy breaches to 
unpaid or underpaid labor, there 
are real social risks that arise with 
the use of these technologies 
It is our responsibility to address 
them since it is designers, not 
ethicists or policy makers, who 
have the power to influence what 
is built and to mitigate risks before 
any harm is done. 



MTurk for Workers









What sucks about the 
MTurk worker interface?
• No way to search by expected hourly rate 
• No way to estimate the difficulty or length 

of time that it will take to do a task 
• No way to know how reputable a requester 

is in advance 
• No way to know how long until they will pay 
• information asymmetry, imbalance of power









TurkOpticon plugin
• communicativity: How responsive has this 

requester been to communications or concerns 
you have raised? 

• generosity: How well has this requester paid for 
the amount of time their HITs take? 

• fairness: How fair has this requester been in 
approving or rejecting your work? 

• promptness: How promptly has this requester 
approved your work and paid?

Workers rate Requesters based on a Requester’s: 









Turker Nation discussion 
boards

• A watering hole for Turkers to discuss 
MTurk and Requesters 

• Has a Requester Hall of Fame / Shame 
• Lots of engaging conversation 
• Sometime people vent their frustration 



crowd-workers.com
• I am developing a browser plug-in that will improve the 

MTurk UX for Workers 
• The idea is to track and aggregate statistics across many 

workers, so that they have better information 
• Academically, I am interested in these questions 

a) How much time does the average Turker spend 
working? 
b) What is their hourly rate? 
c) How reputable are requesters (what fraction of the HITs 
do they approve v. reject)? 
d) How much time to workers spend searching v working? 

http://crowd-workers.com


qualitative v quantitative
TurkOpticon's qualitative  

attributes
CrowdWorker's quantitative 

equivalents
promptness: How promptly has this 
requester approved your work and 

paid?

Expected time to payment: On average, how 
much time elapses between submitting work to 

this Requester and receiving payment?

generosity: How well has this requester 
paid for the amount of time their HITs 

take?

Average hourly rate: What is the average 
hourly rate that other Turker make when they do 

this requester's HITs?

fairness: How fair has this requester 
been in approving or rejecting your 

work?

Approval/rejection rates: What percent of 
assignments does this Requester approve? 

What percent of first-time Workers get any work 
rejected?

communicativity: How responsive has 
this requester been to communications 

or concerns you have raised?

Reasons for rejection: Archive of all of the 
reasons for Workers being rejected or blocked 

by this Requester. 







• Wage issues: unfairly rejected work, slow 
payment, and payments that do not fairly 
reflect the work that they performed 

• No appeals process for unfairly rejected 
work.  Requestors can unresponsive. 

• Grass roots tools, user-maintained 
ratings/blacklist of requestors 

Workers’ concerns



• Quality: Workers may do substandard work 
or more blatantly cheat 

• Cheating by randomly clicking or typing, 
using scripts to enter useless input, or giving 
answers that are not useful, but just relevant 
enough to get payment 

• No ability to judge workers’ skills or 
qualifications in advance 

• Often difficult to automatically judge the 
quality of work

Requesters’ concerns



• Provide hourly pay and disclose the expected 
wage 

• Value workers’ time and optimize tasks to use 
worker’s time effectively  

• Use Objective quality metrics to approve or 
reject 

• Give immediate feedback to workers on their 
quality, and warnings to problematic workers

System Design Guidelines
Bederson and Quinn (ALT CHI 2011)



• Define payment terms including how quickly 
payments will be paid, and follow them. 

• Provide a grievance process for workers who were 
treated unfairly. Removes the imbalance of power. 

• Provide task context: Makes work more satisfying 
to workers, and lets them make informed ethical 
choices about what work to do 

• Limit anonymity:  Anonymity of requestors enables 
them to reject work with impunity. Anonymity for 
workers enables them to cheat with nearly no risk

System Design Guidelines
Bederson and Quinn (ALT CHI 2011)



Who are the Turkers?
• Requesters are given very little 

information about Turkers - 
basically just a serial number 

• No names, no demographic 
information (like what languages 
they speak) 

• Who are these people who 
work for us?



Implications for anonymity 
of crowd workers

• Cannot assume that they have a 
particular set of skills  

• They should be treated as non-experts 
• It important to design tasks to be simple 

and easy to understand 
• Quality control is a significant challenge



Who are the Turkers?
• Post a HIT to interview them! 
• Panos Ipeirotis has a nice demographic 

survey on his blog “A Computer Scientist In 
Business School” 

• Age, Gender, Education Levels, Marital 
Status, Household Income, Weekly 
earnings.  Why do you it? 

• India versus USA
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Why do you do it?

Fruitful way to spend free time 
and get cash (instead of TV)

40%
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I participate on MTurk for fun
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I use MTurk to kill time
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or for pocket change
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62%

Yes No
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Survey Methodology
• Ask 1000 Turkers to fill out questionnaire 
• Pay them each $0.10 for ~3 minutes  
• Do you think that the methodology was 

good?  
• Do you think it yields an accurate sample 

of Turkers? 
• Any bias?



http://www.electionstudies.org

Should same-sex couples be ALLOWED to marry, or do you think 
they should NOT BE ALLOWED to marry?

Is there something that would make you vote for a Republican 
presidential candidate?  Please list as many reasons as you can 
think of.

We are interested in how people are getting along financially these 
days. Would you say that you / you and your family are BETTER 
off or WORSE off than you were a year ago?

http://www.electionstudies.org


Demographics
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Geographic	distribu5on

37



Employment	status
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39

My jobs have always 
consisted of customer service, 
cashier at a gas station, 
grocery store, etc. Currently, I 
am not employed. I stay at 
home and care for my 
disabled son.

My last regular job was for the 
U.S. Census Bureau. My job 
involved going door to door in 
my town and neighboring 
towns in my county and 
interviewing residents

I am an event planner for a 
non-profit organization. I plan 
events, coordinate auctions, 
solicit donations from 
corporations and individuals

My last job was at Walgreens. 
I was a cashier overnight. 
Now, I am unemployed and I 
make very little money on 
mturk.  

I am an energy efficiency 
analyst working at a utility.  I 
oversee evaluation of our 
energy efficiency programs so 
that their impact can be 
accurately estimated 

My last job was working in a 
subshop called Jimmy Johns. 
My duties were to make subs, 
as well as cleaning up during 
my shift and at close



Age
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Educa5on	level
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Annual	Income
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Plans	to	vote	/	Party	Affilia5on	
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Obama	Landslide	if	only	Turkers	voted

44



Turkers	accurately	predict	their	states
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Obama: 335, Romney: 189 
Error: 3, Unallocated: 14



Worldwide	Workforce
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Ethnographic Study of 
Turker Nation

Being a Turker, Martin et al (CSCW 2014)

Observation: 40% of US-
based Turkers said they did it 
for fun.(Ipeirotis study) 

Conclusion: Turkers do HITs 
because they like them, 
regardless of what the pay is



Turking for Fun? 
danturker		
This	aNtude	would	be	requesters	dream	come	true.	The	
workers	come	here	to	have	fun	and	play	and	the	lousy	pay	for	
work	is	not	an	issue.	This	aNtude	helps	create	low	pay	for	the	
AMT	work	force	that	does	care	about	fair	pay.		
larak56		
I	agree	with	most	everyone	here.	While	I	do	find	some	of	the	
HITS	fun	and	actually	learn	an	incredible	amount	by	doing	
HITS,	I	do	it	for	the	cash.		



Ethnographic Study of 
Turker Nation

Being a Turker, Martin et al (CSCW 2014)

Assumption: MTurk is a pure form of market that 
falls into a fair equilibrium. Bad employers and 
workers are rooted out as their poor actions 
become visible. Wages or pricing settles to a 
‘natural’ level.

Conclusion: "apparently half a million people 
find work at pay rates they’re entirely happy with 
but pay rates that are below minimum wage"

–Tim Worstall, Forbes blogger 



Pay Expectations
jimtexan79		
I	was	hoping	to	make	at	least	$3,650.00	(you	know,	10	bucks	a	
day)	but,	alas,	I	fell	short.	I	blame	all	those	summer	months	
that	I	slacked	off.	:[	
So,	how	much	didja	make?	Was	it	what	you	hoped?		
mwanza57		
I	made	$1,179.	Would	love	to	double	that	for	next	year.		
bubbles	
$14,476.93	Hoping	to	do	be_er	this	year.	



defec8urk	
It	is	a	full	part	5me	job	for	me.	I	can	turk	during	slow	periods	
at	my	day	job	and	from	4-10	during	the	week	I	turk.	Because	
of	pay	cuts	at	my	day	job	I	would	have	to	be	working	a	part	
5me	job	outside	the	home	if	I	did	not	turk.	And	yes,	my	boss	
is	aware	of	my	ac5vi5es	and	when	they	cut	our	pay	the	last	
5me,	he	openly	told	us	that	if	we	can	find	other	work	that	he	
would	be	flexible	in	allowing	it.	Just	trying	to	hold	on	un5l	the	
housing	market	rebounds	and	keep	the	company	in	business.	
It	is	cool	of	him	to	allow	it,	but	I	would	much	rather	have	my	
salary	back	and	drop	turking.		



jane		
I	am	having	a	hard	5me.	Mentally,	spiritually,	physically,	and	
especially	financially.	My	roommate	has	been	out	of	work	for	
almost	2	months,	and	ran	out	of	money	a	few	weeks	ago...	I	have	
to	come	up	with	$$	if	he	can't	to	keep	this	roof	over	my	own	
head.	And	he	does	now	have	a	job	that	he	is	in	training	for--tho	
he	will	not	see	any	money	from	it	for	a	few	MORE	weeks.	In	the	
mean5me,	rent	is	due	today,	and	I	don't	have	all	of	it.	I	am	going	
to	have	to	beg	the	office	to	take	what	I	do	have,	and	let	me	pay	
the	rest	next	paycheck.	I	could	stand	that,	if	that	were	all	there	
was,	but	the	power	and	internet	need	to	stay	on,	or	NEITHER	
ONE	OF	US	will	have	any	income.	I	paid	the	power	right	before	
cut	off	last	5me--that	means	it	can't	be	long	before	cut-off	no5ce	
comes	a-knockin	again.	I	know	the	internet	bill	is	like	that	too	
now...	I	have	been	bea5ng	my	head	in	trying	to	do	more	turking,	
more	anything	online	[...	rest	of	post	omi_ed...]		



Jobs in the sharing economy
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U.S. Department of Labor
Wage and Hour Division
Washington, D.C. 20210

Misclassification of employees as independent contractors is found in an 
increasing number of workplaces in the United States, in part reflecting 
larger restructuring of business organizations. When employers improperly 
classify employees as independent contractors, the employees may not 
receive important workplace protections such as the minimum wage, 
overtime compensation, unemployment insurance, and workers’ 
compensation. Misclassification also results in lower tax revenues for 
government and an uneven playing field for employers who properly 
classify their workers. Although independent contracting relationships can 
be advantageous for workers and businesses, some employees may be 
intentionally misclassified as a means to cut costs and avoid compliance 
with labor laws.

The Department of Labor’s Wage and Hour Division (WHD) continues to 
receive numerous complaints from workers alleging misclassification, and 
the Department continues to bring successful enforcement actions against 
employers who misclassify workers. In addition, many states have 






