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The Unsupported Crowd: Exclusion of Indian Workers
in Amazon Mechanical Turk Communities

Kristy Milland

Amazon Mechanical Turk ("mTurk") is an online platform where employers, called
requesters, post piecework, and workers, many of whom call themselves "Turkers,"
complete that work for pay. Turkers collect in online communities, such as forums and
Facebook groups, to share information about Turking—information that helps some of
them earn a living wage (Martin, Hanrahan, O’Neill, & Gupta, 2014a). MTurk has been
widely adopted and celebrated in academic research, both in computing (see Heer &
Bostock, 2010; and Kittur, Chi, & Suh, 2008) and social science (Paolacci & Chandler,
2014; Paolacci, Chandler, & Ipeirotis, 2010). While early research focused on how to
most effectively use mTurk as a resource, in the last few years greater attention has
been given to ethical considerations involved in using the platform—how, for example,
workers are being used as research subjects and whether their treatment is fair (e.g.,
Busarovs, 2013; Fort, Adda, & Cohen, 2011; Gupta, Martin, Hanrahan, & O’Neill, 2014;
Kingsley, Gray, & Suri, 2014; Martin et al., 2014a;). The makeup of these communities —
and how they include or exclude members based on characteristics such as gender,
race, age, or nationality—has not been widely studied, despite a large body of research
on inclusion and exclusion in voluntary online communities (e.g., Collier & Bear, 2012;
Forte et al., 2012; Geiger & Ribes, 2010; Gelley, 2013; Lampe & Johnston, 2005).

This paper first looks at the academic literature produced on mTurk. This is
followed by an explanation of the methods used, both quantitative and qualitative, to
better understand the experience of Indian Turkers. Findings are then assessed to
illustrate through numbers and narrative what working on mTurk and being part of
mTurk communities is like for Indian Turkers. This data indicates that discrimination is
common and potentially stands as a barrier to community involvement and increased
earnings for workers in India. A case study of an Indian Turker who has been fully able
to participate in the broader Turker community and become a leader in worker
organizing is presented next, examining his viewpoints on what might be standing
between Indian workers and greater inclusion. Lastly, a discussion on directions for
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future work determines what concrete steps might be taken in order to enable Indian
Turkers in finding a place in Turker communities and thus be able to access the tools
they need to earn a decent income through their work.

Studies of mTurk

mTurk is a relatively new platform, having only been launched in October 2005 (Amazon
Web Services, 2006); but the shortage of research on the lived experience of workers is
remarkable—all the more so when one considers the vast, interdisciplinary, and
sometimes troubling literature that aims to support requesters in their attempts to make
data collection through mTurk faster, cheaper, and more efficient [1].

Morris, Dontcheva, and Gerber (2012), for example, discuss how ‘priming’ can be
used to improve the quality of the results of Turk workers. Priming is a psychological
technique used to force subjects into a specific mindset and alter their behaviours.
Morris et al. focus on performance gains for the requester; they do not consider at all
whether workers want to be manipulated in this fashion. Paolacci et al. (2010)
investigate Turker demographics, showing that over one-third hail from India. The
authors advise that requesters keep in mind that Turkers do not disappear at year's end
as undergraduate students do, and that Turkers have indirect avenues for ‘retaliating’
against requesters who misrepresent their tasks. Citing prior work, they even write that
"in principle requesters can offer workers wages that are disproportionately low [...] with
little concern since data quality seems to be not affected by payments" (p. 417). The
question of whether it is morally acceptable to do so, however, is not addressed.

Some studies focus on the ethical issues surrounding mTurk, such as low wages,
lack of collective bargaining rights and recourse when wronged by an employer, and
other serious vulnerabilities (Fort et al., 2011). Other studies argue that because
workers themselves seldom claim to be exploited, they are not (e.g., Horton, 2011;
Busarovs, 2013). In this category, Busarovs (2013) claims that the "small compensation
[offered by] routine crowdsourcing [tasks] is adequate income" for people in "third world
countries" (p. 13).

Bederson and Quinn (2011) document the fact that the platform itself does not
adequately support the workers, driving them to create their own tools and forums in
order to create the shared information resources necessary to make work on mTurk
lucrative. As mTurk is a "market for lemons," where the requester cannot judge the
quality of the product they will receive before pricing their Human Intelligence Tasks
(HIT), this leads to lower pay up front and lower quality results in return. This not only
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drives away ‘good' workers, but also decreases the quality of the market itself. What
they fail to question is who might be left working on the platform after this process, and
how those people so desperate as to work in a market where they are undervalued
might be further, and continually, exploited.

In general, existing mTurk-focused studies mainly focus on the platform from the
lens of the requester. With a few exceptions (e.g., Martin et al., 2014a; Martin et al.,
2014b; Gupta et al., 2014), when they do analyze Turkers it is largely to provide a
description of their demographics.

Methods

This paper is informed by almost ten years of participation and observation as a
professional mTurk worker and requester, and as the community manager of Turker
Nation—the oldest mTurk worker community. | have spent the last two years as a
researcher investigating who works on mTurk, how they work and why they work. The
specific findings presented here were arrived at through focused, quantitative
investigation of the presence of Indian workers in forums currently available to them. |
compare this quantitative data with the number of Indian workers on mTurk. To build
upon the numbers with data that represents the experience of Indian Turkers, | also
conducted multiple interviews with Manish Bhatia, an exceptional worker from India.
Manish provided explicit written consent to be named here, as he has engaged in a fair
deal of media outreach and is proud of his leadership within the community. At the time
of these interviews, Manish was the only Indian worker, out of the thousands still active
on mTurk, who makes his identity known publicly on all of the worker communities that
currently exist. Together, this data elucidates the experience of Indian workers and their
exclusion from Turker communities.

Manish was recruited in the Turker Nation chat room and interviewed three times,
through one main interview, a second follow-up interview a short time later, and a third
six months later. These interviews investigated his experience with fellow Turkers
regarding community culture, Turker relationships, resource availability and use, and
what role communities play as a benefit or detriment to his work. The data was then
paired with a document analysis of online forum posts, which further elucidate the
experience of Indian Turkers in general, and studies on the demographics of Turker
websites. Analyzing this data with a grounded theory approach, | examined both the
overarching context of barriers in Turking communities and the example Manish offers
as someone who was able to overcome those barriers.
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Findings

Indian Turkers are often grouped and judged by negative stereotypes, by mTurk itself
through usability barriers (Kang, Brown, Dabbish, & Kiesler, 2014), researchers
(Ipeirotis, 2011; Schulze, Seedorf, Geiger, Kaufmann, & Schader, 2011) and Requesters
(Kingsley et al., 2014), and other workers on the forums (Admin, 2013; denzacar, 2010;
razorbacks0121, 2012; Tiger, 2010). Studies have been published deriding the quality of
Indian Turkers' submissions, such as Schulze et al.'s (2011) paper which states bluntly,

Unfortunately, 102 workers answered at least one of the two “test questions”
incorrectly and were excluded from the results. Seventy-nine of the invalid
answers could be geo-located to respondents from India.

There is no mention of whether the poor results were mistakes or intentional, just the
implication that Indian workers provide low quality results. EI Maarry and Balke (2015)
describe the difference between honest workers who may not submit correct answers
all the time, potentially due to a lack of education or skills, and those who are
intentionally cheating the Requester. The former are referred to as “rough diamonds,”
workers who need and deserve employment, especially those from the “bottom of the
income pyramid.” To ensure that they are fairly treated, it is important that “rough
diamonds” are not simply lumped in with those who commit intentional fraud, and
instead these workers are offered tasks that suit their other skills. The authors offer
some techniques for weeding out the truly bad apples, which will retain the rough
diamonds and allow requesters to leverage their low cost labour. They also do not name
the countries from which the poorest quality results came, an indicator that it is not the
worker’s nationality that is at fault.

Other researchers accuse Indian Turkers of falsifying submitted information, such
as in Ipeirotis' (2011) blog post titled "Do Mechanical Turk workers lie about their
location?" where he discussed a recent mapping HIT. “The biggest liar? A worker from
Chennai, India who reported a zip code corresponding to Tampa in Florida. The IP was
a cool 9500 miles away from the reported location!” Whether accurate or not, these
papers do not discuss the context of their results, they just further the stereotype that
Indian workers are out to cheat the system.

Posts on Turker forums and blogs perpetuate the stereotype of Indian Turker as
cheater, liar, or sweatshop slave. An mTurk Forum user named razorbacks0121 (2012)
asserts that international workers are scammers, spammers, and cheats, stating that,
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....these Over-See's [sic.] people cannot quit scamming trying to make extra
money instead of being honest. ... Watch who all the spamming (on the
forums) comes from... you will notice they all come from over see's [1].

A Slashdot forum user named denzacar (2010) posts that,

[o]nly USA-ians and Indians (dots, not feathers) actually get paid. Everyone
else gets amazon.com (ift certificates. ... As a result from such paying
practice most Indian workers on mTurk today are "employed" by
sweatshops, churning out mostly worthless HITs. Many of them are probably
just copy/paste or random-click scripts [2].

Tiger's (2010) post on mTurk Forum about why so many Requesters have HITs which
are qualified for only American Turkers reads,

The truth is: US only because they want proper English. That's the main
reason. Read some of the posts in this forum made by Indians and it
becomes very clear ... it has nothing to do with discrimination. Stop self-

pitying.

The suspension of new registrations by and crackdown against current international
workers further solidified the stereotype that Indian Turkers engage in fraud, poor quality
work, and cheating (Admin, 2012). Turkers assumed that mTurk was getting rid of these
workers because they were not as good as the Americans (Project 2501, 2012). Based
on the backlash against them, it is no wonder that Indian Turkers are uncomfortable in
joining English-focused Turking communities.

To understand whether or not Indian Turkers are making use of Turking
resources, | enumerate their presence on mTurk. Fort et al. (2011) estimate that there
are between 15,059 and 42,912 active Turkers. In 2008, Indian Turkers made up only 5
percent of the total worker population (Ross, Irani, Silberman, Zaldivar, & Tomlinson,
2010), while that number grew through 2010 to 34 percent (Ipeirotis, 2010a) and 2011
to 50 percent (Fort et al, 2011; Schulze et al, 2011). Between the 2011 studies and
2012, no further demographic research was completed; but it is likely that the increase
continued until July of 2012 when Amazon disabled the ability for international users to
register a new account (Project 2501, 2012), and then began the unfettered suspension
of Indian workers. These suspensions were not up for discussion, leading to a slow
extinction of Indian Turkers, as evidenced by their decline in numbers to between 33-40
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percent in 2014 (AppAppeal, 2014; Pavlick et al,, 2014). As a result, Indian workers are
forced to be more careful than ever about what they say publicly.

Figure 1 - The purple bar indicates US and Indian worker representation on mTurk
for comparison. AppAppeal, 2014; S. Giminez, personal communication; Google
Analytics, November 18, 2014; L. C. Irani, personal communication; K. Serge,
personal communication]

100% O mTurk.com
80% @ TurkAlert.com
60% OmTurkForum.com
40% O Turkopticon.com
20% 8 TurkerNation.com
0% OmTurkList.com
us India @ mTurkGrind.com

Yet as Figure 1 shows, they are not using these tools. The two tools with the highest
representation stand at less than 25 percent Indian membership each, while the
average percentage for the rest is less than 1 percent [3]. This underrepresentation
must be explored with causes identified and remedied.

Indian Turkers face many barriers, and they are not using the resources available
as a result; therefore, it is imperative to speak to those who are able to leverage these
resources in order to learn from their experience. Manish laid out three main obstacles
he believes Indian Turkers face. The first is that non-Indian Turkers feel Indian workers
accept HITs which are substandard in reward, leading to a reduction in pay across all
work. He feels that the stereotype of Indian workers as inferior makes them feel
unwelcome on the forums, which is the second obstacle. When they do post, they get
replies “shunning” them. His remedy to the problem is that non-Indian Turkers need to
allow Indian workers to post about any HIT they need help with, and any Requester they
want to learn more about, without being derided for their choice of work. He worries that
changing workers’ mindsets would be too hard, so he believes that community
managers must be more welcoming so members have no choice but to follow in their
footsteps. The third obstacle, the language and culture barriers experienced by Indian
Turkers causes them to feel shy because they cannot overcome the “communication
gap.” Thankfully, Manish has an easy solution: instead of creating sites in their
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language, he feels that if Turkers stop pointing out that their language skills are not
perfect (Tiger, 2010), they will become comfortable and more active.

Manish has been able to overcome all of these hurdles himself, and he feels that
this has not only helped him to earn more, but also to build strong relationships. He
believes that the benefits he receives from his forum memberships are knowledge about
tools available, access to tips and tricks, being able to reach Requesters to gain access
to work he would not have received on his own, and social support through the
friendships he has made. He initially joined a forum because he wanted to become a
more efficient Turker; but that led to building camaraderie so strong he sees his closest
coworkers as equal to the friends he has offline. Most of all, he feels that he has
influenced people’s stereotypes about Indian Turkers in a positive way, although he
does not think his example has convinced other Indian Turkers to participate more. In
the end, he has a sense of pride in the place he has taken amongst his coworkers, and
he states, “l think my identity in the communities is just as important to me as the actual
Turking | do.” He also asserts that community membership is “essential” to a Turker, and
that the benefits he sees himself deriving from his community involvement back up that
claim.

It is clear from Manish’s experience that he deeply believes that his membership
on forums is key to his success on mTurk. Despite having to deal with cheques lost in
the mail, restrictions disallowing him from doing most HITs, the inability to earn the
Masters Qualification until 2014, and all of the regular hurdles Turkers face, he has
found a way to make mTurk a lucrative side job [4]. He has also leveraged the social
support of his peers through sharing his experience and knowledge abundantly, and by
being a friend to them when they need a shoulder to lean on. He is one of the most
respected members of the Turker community, and he feels his nationality has never
stood in his way. However, he admits that his fluency in English has likely assisted in his
assimilation on English-based forums.

Manish has also worked towards change for all Indian Turkers, participating in
the Dear Jeff Bezos letter writing campaign via WeAreDynamo.org (2015). In his
letter ,he wrote that he was thankful for having the mTurk platform available to work on,
because it both gives him something to do when bored and introduced him to “some of
the nicest and helpful people.” He then detailed his biggest concerns, beginning with the
fact that the cheques Amazon mails out rarely ever make it to the Indian workers they
are intended for. The second major concern he voiced was that workers are losing their
accounts without knowing why, and this lack of transparency must be addressed
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through direct communication between platform staff and the workers. While the second
issue has not yet been rectified, Manish and his fellow Indian workers have had their
hopes for bank transfers realized, as Amazon announced that Indian workers may now
transfer their earnings directly to their bank account. In addition, they received all of the
money they were previously owed, a win for Manish and his coworkers (Amazon
Mechanical Turk, 2015). Another outcome of Manish’s participation in the letter writing
campaign was that other Indian workers joined him, writing their own letters and even
sharing them publicly on the website. While a preliminary step towards further joining
the community publicly, their acceptance by those also in the campaign is a hopeful
sign.

Conclusion and Future Work

Through an investigation of the demographics of mTurk and Turker websites, and
interviews with Manish, | have investigated the barriers faced by Indian Turkers and how
they can be overcome. We have seen that workers require membership in communities
to access the tools and resources necessary to maximize their income on mTurk. It has
also been shown that Indian workers are currently unable to leverage that membership
and are underrepresented on all of the major Turker websites. Lastly, the ability to
overcome this exclusion may be based in breaking down stereotypes and acceptance of
all workers regardless of their proficiency in English or work choices on mTurk.

In the spirit of Turkopticon (Irani & Silberman, 2013), another option would be to
create an Indian Turker Bill of Rights. A similar campaign was undertaken on Dynamo
(2015), where Turkers collaborated on the Guidelines for Academic Requesters,
creating a rulebook for those who use the system so that they know how to ethically
interact with the workers. In a similar fashion, input from multiple Indian workers could
be gathered via the Dynamo platform, laying out how they feel they should be treated. It
could also touch on issues such as what they feel is acceptable pay, the fact they are
capable of working on a variety of tasks, and what sort of resources they are seeking
access to. The document could continuously be updated with new information, allowing
for an evolving text representing the most current state of the workforce. Enforcement
could be undertaken by the workers themselves, who might engage in social media
shaming of those who do not abide by the conditions as well as traditional media
outreach. A coordinated effort would represent to the world that Indian workers are
ready to break from the reputation and stereotypes forced on them in the past. It would
gather their needs in one place so that other workers, requesters, and Amazon itself
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could learn directly from the source what needs to change. If we work together to create
resources that are accessible to Turkers whose first language is not English, and forums
that are welcoming to Turkers from around the world, we can change the experience of
all mTurk users, workers and requesters alike, for the better.

Endnotes

1. For example, see Dow, Kulkarni, Klemmer, & Hartmann, 2012; Downs, Holbrook,
Sheng, & Cranor, 2010; Grier, 2011; Ipeirotis, Provost, & Wang, 2010b; Jung &
Lease, 2012; Kochhar, Mazzocchi, & Paritosh, 2010; Mao, Procaccia, & Chen,
2012; Oleson et al., 2011; Rao, Huang & Fu, 2013; Snow, O’Connor, Jurafsky, &
Ng, 2008).

2. See http://mturkforum.com.

3. See http://slashdot.org.

4. See http:/turkalert.com and http://mturkforum.com

5. The Masters Qualification is bestowed upon a group of Turkers, curated by
Amazon, who are offered to requesters as the best workers on mTurk. The
algorithm used to hand it out to workers is closely guarded, and Amazon has
never revealed what milestones must be reached to achieve Masters status, nor
when it will be handed out again, nor how the status can be maintained.
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