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This needs to be updated. -CEK 

CCNL Mechanical Turk Pipeline 
This is an overview of our current setup for running experiments on Amazon Mechanical Turk. If 
you have any questions, feel free to shoot me an email (jimmyzhou@g.harvard.edu). 

Creating an Experiment 
This will very likely be the hardest part of running an MTurk experiment, and your experience 
will vary according to the complexity of your task, your familiarity with web programming, etc. 
As of now, those in the lab who have begun running web experiments have used jsPsych to 
create their tasks. jsPsych provides a decent framework to control the overall structure of your 
experiment and comes with some simple plugins, but you will probably need to write your own 
plugins, which requires some amount of experience with Javascript. We are currently in the 
process of creating some templates and plugins that will hopefully make things easier for others 
in the lab to write their own experiments - if you’d like to help, do get in contact with me.  
One thing that every experiment in the lab must have is our consent form, which is available as 
an HTML file on the wiki. 
  
Hosting the Experiment 
We use a service called WebFaction to host our web experiments and also to store data. If you’d 
like your own credentials for the server, send me an email with your desired username and 
password. You can then access the server through the command line or your favorite FTP client.  
  
Saving Data 
WebFaction also provides database functionality that we use to store our data. You can access the 
database through a web interface. As for actually storing the data in your experiment code, the 
jsPsych website has code segments that will do that very easily. This part may seem a bit 
complicated if you have no experience in SQL/PHP, so feel free to ask me if you need help. 
  
TurkGate 
TurkGate is a web service that provides some useful functionality for running MTurk 
experiments. Namely, it allows for exclusion of subjects based on their previous participation in 
similar experiments (as defined by groups). For example, if you are running a series of variations 
on a single paradigm, you can create a single group for all of those experiments and anyone who 
has participated in one of them will not be able to accept another HIT in the same group.  
TurkGate also provides a code verification tool, which we use to verify that participants have 
reached the end of the task. 



When you want to post a HIT, go to our TurkGate installation and fill in the fields to generate 
HTML code that you can paste into the MTurk web interface (make sure to create the HIT as 
“Other”). Also be sure to copy the resulting code generation URL and display it to subjects at the 
end of the experiment.  
One important thing to note is that if you’d like to use Amazon Worker IDs as your subject 
identifiers, you’ll have to check the “Pass Worker ID” box. This will pass worker IDs through to 
your experiment URL as a request parameter, which you can then parse and store in your 
experiment code. 
If you’d like more information on how TurkGate works and how to use it, read through their 
wiki. 

Creating a HIT 
Creating a HIT is a fairly straightforward process.  
First generate the HTML using TurkGate as described above. 
Go to http://www.requester.mturk.com -> “Create” -> “New Project” 
Choose “Other” as your project type, and hit “Create Project”. 
Enter the required properties (title, description, etc.). Make sure to give workers more than 
enough time under “Time allotted per assignment” to complete the task and submit their 
completion code - I like to give them at least 30 minutes of extra time just to be safe. The HIT 
expiration and auto-approve fields are not too important unless you are running a huge amount of 
subjects. 
Click “Advanced” at the bottom of the interface to change your worker requirements. Make sure 
that workers are in the United States and have at least a 90% lifetime approval rating. 
In the “Design Layout” tab, hit “Source” and enter the HTML generated by TurkGate.  
  
Approving HITs 
Approving worker payments is easy. After a batch is completed, download the results file as a 
CSV and upload the CSV to TurkGate, which will verify the provided completion codes. Do note 
that sometimes the completion code generator will bug out (I think this happens in the case that a 
worker copy/pastes the completion code into a separate window or tab) and TurkGate will flag 
the code as invalid. In this case, you can always look at your data to see if that person did indeed 
complete your task. 
Once you’ve verified the codes, you can accept the HITs through the “Results” page. From what 
I can tell, it’s very rare that workers will try to scam us, so in the vast majority of cases you can 
just hit “Approve All”. Also note that unless you click “Approve All”, the batch will not 
disappear from the “Manage” page, so make sure to do that just to keep that page free of clutter. 
  
Subject Payment 
Payment for MTurk experiments should come out to roughly $10/hour. Do your best to 
approximate how long your experiment - obviously, there will be some variation. Generally, 
there will be a fair number of workers who take much longer than expected to complete the task 
because they wait a while to start it, or take breaks in the middle. If you notice a large 



discrepancy between your estimation of your task length and what is shown on MTurk, it’d be a 
good idea to look at your data carefully to see where people are getting stuck/slowing down/etc.  
All MTurk payments must be made before posting a HIT. These payments are made through our 
lab’s corporate card. Because the business office does not reimburse MTurk prepayments unless 
they have been paid out to subjects, we have to load the account’s balance on a batch-by-batch 
basis. So, if you’re going to run a batch, send me an email with the following information:  
1) How many subjects you’ll be collecting 
2) How much each subject will be paid 
Alternatively, if you’d like to save me a few seconds of calculation, you can send me the total 
dollar amount, which is (# subjects) * (payment amount) * (1.4 or 1.2). The extra 40% is paid to 
Amazon for any batches with 10 or more workers - if you are running a smaller batch, the fee 
will instead be 20%. This actually creates an incentive to run batches of 9 instead of 10, so if you 
are willing to put in a little bit of extra work, it would save us a good chunk of money!  
Note: If you are awarding bonuses to workers, you’ll have to calculate the amount you need to 
pay out after running the batch. Fees for bonuses are 20% - again, email me the amount you need 
and I will load the account accordingly. 
  
Timeliness, Communication and Turkopticon 
One important thing to be aware of is a site called turkopticon, which workers use to post 
reviews of HITs. In order to maintain our reputation and attract quality workers, do your best to 
garner good reviews. This means approving worker payments as soon as possible (same day is 
ideal) and keeping an eye on the lab gmail account (gershmanlab@gmail.com) for any questions, 
concerns or bugs encountered by workers.  
If you are curious, you can visit our turkopticon profile at https://turkopticon.ucsd.edu/reports?
id=A1NLXULMPXG1OY (you’ll need to create an account to see it). I check the site often, so if 
any particularly negative reviews come up I will forward them to the relevant people.


