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General Research Outlook

• Consequences of research and technology on people


• Giving a voice to workers


• Representing the hidden complexities of work



Goals

• Frame Amazon Mechanical Turk (AMT) as a workplace


• Highlight workers’ concerns and issues, in their voice



What is Amazon Mechanical 
Turk?



Framing AMT

• Proprietary, digitally mediated workplace


• Stakeholder structure is becoming more common


• Platform Owner (Amazon)

• Work Provider (Requesters)

• Worker (Turkers)



Digitally Mediated Workplace

• AMT replaces relationship between the worker and employer 


• Alters the contractual relationship between workers and employers and 
reduces accountability


• Tension between transparency and opaqueness



Turkers are Workers



Remuneration

• Many Turkers use AMT as a safety net


• Turkers orient towards the US minimum wage ($15,000 per annum)


• They consider $4-6 per hour too low


• Set goals for themselves based on money (e.g. $10 a day)



Job Satisfaction

• Doing HITs that are entertaining is better than not


• They will adjust their expectations for pay based on several factors


• Fun/Pleasant

• Quality of the Requester



Relating to Requesters

• Turkers relate to requesters as employers


• Most of the discussion online is about requesters


• With a particular eye towards being fair and courteous


• Turkers try to understand Requester issues



Workplace Ethics

• There are undoubtably some ‘bad apples’


• Get what you pay for, cheap HITs can fall prey to cheats / crooks


• Turkers accept responsibility



What is the Work of Turk?



Features of Turking

• Workers value independence and flexibility


• The Turker has to be flexible to the rhythms of work on turk


• Turkers have independence from individual employers, not the market, over 
which they have little control


• A mix of independence and powerlessness



Invisible Work

• Work products are invisible to consumers


• Workers are abstracted as processing units in the interface


• The work to make turk work is invisible and unpaid



Work Products are Invisible



Workers are Invisible



Work Practices are Invisible



Consequence

• Assume that workers are turking for fun


• It is not ‘real’ work


• Creates a ‘disposable’ mindset



AMT Interaction with Invisibility

• The evolution of functionality in AMT has disproportionately addressed 
requester concerns


• This magnifies the inherent power imbalance between employer / worker


• Salient example of what can happen when the platform maintainer is a user



Requester Interface



Requester Interface



Turker Interface



Black box

• Hard to know what the policies are for workers


• Master’s certificate


• The ‘golden ticket’ myth



Reputation, Reputation, Reputation

• Reputation management is a huge part of the work


• Sacrifice earnings to maintain reputation


• Roughly three bands of workers


• Large fear is being blocked



Collaboration

• Making sense of the market


• Assessing requesters

• Sorting through HITs

• Writing and distributing plugins



What is AMT?



What to do?



Crowd Workers are People

• Crowdsourcing brings many legitimate benefits to technologists, businesses,  
and consumers


• Deskilling and labor arbitrage


• Remember to bring some of these benefits to the worker, they are more than 
just a resource



Research directions

• Support relationships between organizations and their workers


• Avoid abstracting the people out of the design of a system


• Leverage the people behind crowdsourcing, not just having them train their 
algorithmic replacements


