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Amazon Mechanical Turk is an online crowdsourcing marketplace 
founded by Amazon in 2005. The service, described as by Amazon as 
“artificial artificial intelligence”, provides work in the form of micro 
tasks that humans can perform better than computers. The name was 
inspired by “The Turk”, a mechanical chess playing automaton, created 
by Wolfgang von Kempelen in the 18th century. Kempelen toured 
Europe with his machine   , telling audiences it was a form of artificial 
intelligence before it beat opponents in a game of chess. Before each 
game started, Kempelen would open the cabinet doors to reveal to the 
audience the intricate machinery and gears, which also cleverly hid a 
human chess master inside. This chess master controlled the life-sized 
wooden mannequin above.

Amazon came up with the idea for Amazon Mechanical Turk to solve 
its own internal data processing problems, such as categorizing objects 
that required human intelligence. The company then decided to 
release Mechanical Turk as an external web service so that Requesters 
outside of Amazon could submit tasks. Mechanical Turk operates as 
a startup within the Amazon enterprise today. Mechanical Turk is 
different from how science fiction portrays scenes of humans asking 
questions to a machine to reveal hard-to-find answers. Mechanical 
Turk does just the opposite; the invisible crowd of workers completes 
tasks which machines are unable to accomplish yet.

Requesters visit Mechanical Turk to post Human Intelligence Tasks 
(HITs) to the diverse, always- on workforce. Workers (also commonly 
referred to as Turkers) select HITs to complete whenever they choose 
and collect a reward set by the requester for completion. The HITs are 
activities that humans can perform better than computers. Amazon 
states the use cases include “image recognition, audio transcription, 
machine learning algorithm training, sentiment analysis, data 
normalization, and surveys.”1
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Maurizio Lazzarato defined immaterial 
labor as “changes taking place in work-
ers’ labor processes in big companies in 
the industrial and tertiary sectors, where 
the skills involved in direct labor are in-
creasingly skills involving cybernetics and 
computer control.”3

Here is an example of a typical task — showing an image to a Worker and 
asking: “was this photo taken indoors or outdoors?”4

Companies have used Mechanical Turk to: 

“The task was to collect labeling 
data on several thousands of short 
videos clips as such labels would 
be perceived by a human.”5

Tag objects found in an image for 
easier searching and advertising 
targeting

Select from a set of images the best 
picture to represent a product

Audit user-uploaded images for 
inappropriate content2

Classify objects found in satellite 
imagery



Workers register on the website as self-employed contractors, not Amazon 
employees, by signing a participation agreement. They do not benefit 
from employment laws regarding minimum wage, over-time and workers 
compensation. In this agreement, workers agree to interact with Requesters 
in a professional way and use their best judgement to perform HITs. They 
accept the HIT, complete the work and submit it.  If the work is approved 
by a Requester, money is deposited into the Workers’ mTurk account, which 
they can then either disburse to their Amazon Payments account or their 
Amazon.com gift balance. If their work is rejected and therefore unpaid, 
Workers can send an email to the Requester to ask why, but the Requester 
does not have to answer, and Amazon will not mediate any such dispute. 
The Requester keeps the work either way, which is a form of wage theft. All 
Workers in the US and some in India can disburse their Amazon Payments 
funds to their bank account, while all other international workers can only 
transfer earnings to an Amazon.com gift balance.

In the fall of 2017, we sourced an archive of 800 photographs created from 
actual Mechanical Turk workers. Each worker was paid $.30 to take a 
photograph of their home workspace and tag the nearest city, which was 
projected to take a minute and 20 seconds to complete. This equated to 
$15 per hour, a premium wage on the platform. The photographs explore 
the dimensions of new economy work: where do the Turkers work, what 
are their workspaces like, what are the accoutrements that accompany this 
work.  

For workers, Mechanical Turk provides 
the opportunity to earn money in their 
spare time, wherever and whenever they 
want to work. 

“The time had to be last year when 
I started.  I lost my job and was 
hard to make ends meet.  Ended up 
borrowing a lot of money (mainly 
from family) and felt awful. So far 
so good and I hope it will last for at 
least 5 more years.  Makes me feel 
come [sic] safe with my bills!”

“I started doing it because I have 
to save money to help my parents. 
They always seem to be poor, ever 
since I have been little. My mom 
is mentally ill in ways and doesn’t 
like to work at [sic] much. My dad 
has been sick lately and has been an 
alcoholic for many years. I always 
feel like I have to save money.” 

“I started doing work on Mechanical 
Turk to help supplement my in-
come because my current job is not 
enough to pay the bills. Mechanical 
Turk work has become more and 
more slow and surveys are harder 
to come by. Whatever work I am 
qualified for, I usually always accept. 
I hope it last a while as I am willing 
to work for as long as possible.”6





To extend the many existing studies on the demographics on Mechani-
cal Turk, we conducted a survey of 600 Mechanical Turk workers. 
Workers were paid $1 per survey, which was projected to take four 
minutes to complete. This equated to $15 per hour, a premium wage 
on the platform. The survey instrument included 21 questions explor-
ing demographics. The survey data is public on the amazing.industries 
website.7  The survey explored:

W H O  A R E  T H E  T U R K E R S ?

Who are the  
workers on 
Mechanical Turk?

Most Turkers (55%) are making  
$500-5,000 per year completing HITs. Data 
also show that a task worth $1 takes an 
average completion time of 12.5 minutes, 
resulting in $4.8 per hour wage.8

What are the most 
and least gratifying 
parts of this work?

Where do they live?

How much  
do they make? According to Pew 

Research Center, 
most of the HITs 
(61%) offer very 
little pay, under 10 
cents per HIT.9



The majority of 
workers (72%) are 
between 21-39 
years old. 

55% identify as male 
and 45% identify as 
female.

Many more workers are Turking part time 
(60%), while 31% were Turking as a full-
time job. The full-time Turkers can be 
considered professionals, also known as 
Super Turkers.10 These professional Turk-
ers engage in online community sites, 
such as Turkopticon and Turker Nation, 
to share best practices and custom-built 
tools which boost their productivity. 
These websites help crowd workers watch 
each other’s backs, preventing new work-
ers from being hurt by shady employers. 

There are a large number of professional 
Turkers in my survey because these work-
ers gravitate towards high paying HITs; 
they also are able to grab HITs quickly, 
meaning more novice workers never even 
seen this work.11

In terms of income, 87% of Turkers are 
making less than $75,000 USD per year. 

More than half of 
the workers (52%) 
hold a bachelor’s 
degree or higher 
degree. 

Most of the workers 
are employed.



Most of the workers (76%) are new to the 
platform and have been Turking since 
2014.

Most workers (55%) are earning between 
$10-40 per day.  The majority of Turkers 
report that the one thing they would fix on 
Mechanical Turk is the pay grade. A new 
task-level analysis revealed that workers 
earned a median hourly wage of only ~$2 
per hour and only 4% earned more than 
$7.25 per hour.12

58% of workers are working 4 hours or less 
per day, supporting the idea that this is 
mostly part- time work. The other 42% of 
workers are making it a more significant 
part of their work life.

According to surveys conducted on the 
mturk-tracker tool, in the last 2 months  of 
2017, 75% of the workers who responded 
live in the U.S. Another 18% live in India, 
while 7% live in other countries.13

In 2012,  due to complaints  about poor 
work quality from International IP 
addresses, Amazon blocked workers 
outside the US for a period of time.14



The digital economy has enabled more non-standard work arrange-
ments. More people can work from anywhere, at anytime or on any 
device. As result, there has been an expansion of work force flexibili-
ty, freelancing and people supplementing their income. The boundary 
between work and play is almost invisible; it’s hard to see any line at 
all in the current digital experience. The Internet has enabled work to 
move well beyond the factory gates. Distributed work is different from 
outsourcing existing work to cheap labor markets. Distributed work is 
deskilled into microtasks and dispered throughout the world. Its work-
ers don’t work for large business process outsourcing firms; they are in-
dependent contractors deprived of any real benefits. 

Mechanical Turk workers enjoy working from home on their own sched-
ule, making extra money to pay bills and learning new things. What they 
find least gratifying about this work is low-paying tasks, having no way 
to file an appeal against Requesters, who reject work or do not pay and 
trying to find tasks that are worth doing, which equates to unpaid work.

WO R K  H AS 
M O V E D 
BE YO N D  T H E 
F A C T O R Y 
G A T E S



“I mostly I started turking as a way to earn a little bit of extra pocket 
money in my first year of college, 2013, since the job I had at the time 
was a seasonal position. Now I turk mostly to put money towards things 
I pre-order on amazon when I’m bored and not sure what to do with 

myself - I deal with anxiety and depression and there’s something about 
MTurk that calms me down and helps me earn a few dollars while I 
work! I feel like MTurk is still running strong, even 5 years later, and I’m 
excited to keep using it.”15



Mechanical Turk workers translated 
words from Arabic to English for 
DARPA to update its machine trans-
lation technology. “DARPA was able 
to translate 1.5MM words in two 
months, for a cost of around $0.03 
per word, one tenth the cost of using 
professional translators.”17 

“I am a stay at home mom and it is 
important that I have a lot of flexibility in 
my life. I stumbled upon a discussion of 
Mturk on Reddit. I personally love taking 
surveys so I thought it was super cool to be 
able to get paid to do it. I’ve now completed 
over 2300 HITS and I still enjoy it. I have to 
be very mindful of using my time wisely so 
I use HWTF subreddit on Reddit and Hit 
Scraper to find suitable HITS more easily. 
I don’t make a ton of money but a little 
extra cash each week certainly adds up. I 
just do it when I can and plan to continue 
that as long as the HITS are paying fairly. 
I do worry that with more Turkers joining, 
the quality HITS will be too hard to come 
by. I find that many of the good ones are 
taken within seconds of posting. That’s 
frustrating but so far, not a deterrent.”16

“I started MTurk as a way to earn 
additional income. My spouse 
and I are low income and I’m 
disabled, so we have basically no 
options when it comes to finding 
ways to earn more money. Unlike 
traditional work, MTurk allows 
me to easily work at home, which 
makes all the difference. Our rent 
and bills take the majority of our 
income, but we are somehow not 
considered qualifiable for welfare 
programs so we are often living 
paycheck to paycheck. During the 
nicer times, MTurk has helped 
us be able to afford something 
enjoyable for ourselves, and 

during some rough weeks MTurk 
has even made the difference for 
us being able to afford food for a 
short time. I don’t actually earn a 
whole lot from MTurk right now 
and feel like I should be paid more 
considering the time I put in; many 
days I work on it like a full time job 
but earn only a small fraction of 
what any job would provide. But, 
it’s much better than nothing. I 
plan to continue doing this as 
long as possible, and hope to 
someday qualify for Masters so the  
income will make a bigger  
difference for us.”18



Amazon 
claims that  
Master Work-
ers are top 
Workers on 
the MTurk 
marketplace.

 These Work-
ers are 
claimed, 
based on sta-
tistical mod-
els, to have 
demonstrated 
consistent 
success in 
performing a 

M A S T E R 
T U R K E R S

wide range of tasks.

No one really knows how a Worker becomes a Master on 
MTurk. Some Turkers have completed  tens-of-thousands 
of HITs at 99%+ approval rating and are still waiting to be-
come a Master. They have no information on their perfor-
mance and are left to follow up with online with customer 
service reps.20
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