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Digital labour platforms, encompassing on-demand translation work via
apps and websites, have grown exponentially in recent years and have
significant consequences for translation workers. This study explores the
critical literature on digital labour platforms from a labour studies
perspective and submits the findings of a quantitative survey of 70
translation workers residing in Turkey and working on/for digital labour
platforms. Our research suggests that the introduction of digital labour
platforms into translation production and business networks has not yet
provided a significant contribution to the working conditions of translation
workers in Turkey. Instead, we argue that their working conditions have
been rearranged and reorganized in accordance with the uberization of
(translation) work. According to the survey findings, engaging in such work
on/for digital labour platforms exposes translation workers to risks related
to employment status, income level, work-life balance, social protections,
free agency, bargaining power, dependence on the platform, allocation of
risks and rewards, and data collection, protection and privacy.
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1. Introduction

TAUS (Translation Automation User Society) reports that the language industry
is undergoing a new tech-driven transformation centred around Artificial Intel-
ligence (AI), neural machine translation (NMT) and digital platform market-
places (TAUS 2017, 2018). According to TAUS, this new transformation process
is expected to change or rearrange what is translated and how, who performs
translation and the business model of translation. Debates around this recent
wave of change in the language industry tend to focus on the first two issues
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(what/how and who); less discussed but of growing importance in this industry
is the new tech-powered business model in the form of cross-border, cloud and
app-based digital labour platforms and their ramifications on the working con-
ditions of translation workers. For the purpose of this article, “labour platform”
includes both “web-based” as well as “location-based applications” (ILO 2018Db,
xv) and “translation workers” refer to the practitioners who perform translation
and related work at a cost for public consumption. This study aims to advance
our understanding of the relatively new phenomenon of digital labour platforms
by exploring their ramifications for translation workers. To this end, the following
research questions will be addressed:

1. How do digital labour platforms affect the working conditions of translation
workers?
2. What are the risks of digital labour platforms for translation workers?

To respond to the research questions, a small-scale, quantitative survey was con-
ducted with 7o translation workers living in Turkey and working on/for digital
labour platforms. As a conceptual background, we use the term “uberization of
work” (Vercellone, et al. 2018) which stems from the business model developed
by Uber, the app-based transport company. It refers to the tech-powered, data-
driven businesses that use flexible types of employment relationships and con-
tracts which are replacing those forms of permanent employment carried out
for a single company (Vercellone, et al. 2018, 93-94). The main argument behind
this concept is that the newly emerging digital labour platform companies such
as Uber perpetuate the classic capitalist business model while generating greater
risks for workers (Hill 2015; Fuchs 2017a, b; Srnicek 2017). Using this conceptual
framework and supporting it with a field study, this article reports that the intro-
duction of digital labour platforms into translation production and business net-
works has not yet provided a significant improvement on the working conditions
of translation workers in Turkey. Instead, we argue that their working conditions
have been rearranged and reorganized in accordance with the uberization of
(translation) work. Our research suggests that engaging in such work exposes
translation workers to risks related to employment status, income level, work-life
balance, social protections, free agency, bargaining power, platform dependence,
allocation of risks and rewards, and data collection, protection and privacy.

The next section will introduce the concept of “uberization of work”, and then
discuss its connection to the language industry. Thereafter, we will analyze the
survey results to show how the new tech-driven transformation has affected the
working conditions of translation workers residing in Turkey. The article ends
with a call for further research and some considerations for achieving better
working conditions in the language industry.
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2. Uberization of work

The “uberization” phenomenon refers to the business model of Uber Technolo-
gies, Inc., the app-based transport company. Since it has become one of the most
prominent examples of a new business paradigm (i.e. sharing, collaborative, on-
demand or gig economy) that is rapidly disrupting an old industry model, its
name has been used to describe the techno-capitalist transformation, signalling
a major shift in how companies operate and engage with their workers. Just like
terms such as Taylorism, Fordism, and Toyotism have been used as analogies to
refer to the management culture and labour processes after the second half of the
twentieth century, the terms “uberization of work”, “platform capitalism” (Srnicek
2017) or “uber-capitalism” (Fuchs 2017a, b) have been among the analogies to
define the recent configuration of labour-management and organization, espe-
cially seen after the tech-driven transformation of capitalism in the twenty-first
century (Moulier-Boutang 2008/2011; Fuchs 2010, 2011).

Uber-like platforms have been around since the 2010s to bring different
groups (buyers and sellers) together on a digital labour platform, enabled by
the development of mobile applications, high-speed Internet networks, Al-driven
automation systems, rating/rewarding mechanisms, and the exploitation of (big)
data. They have gained importance because the platform economy is predicted to
grow from 14 billion USD to 335 billion USD by 2025 (Vaughan and Hawksworth
2014, 2) and appears to be “a permanent fixture of a ‘new world of work’ that is
flexible, digital, and globally networked” (Harmon and Silberman 2018, np).

The uberized platform businesses mainly (1) operate under the basic assump-
tions of the capitalist market economy (such as private property, private control
of the means of production, accumulation of capital, and competition), (2) use an
online platform or an application to enable peer-to-peer transactions, (3) claim to
cut out any middle person, (4) benefit from a large crowd of freelance and pre-
cariat workers (also known as gig-workers or crowd-workers), (5) deploy automa-
tion systems and exclude themselves from the legal labour regulations, (6) adopt
a reward/rating system for product, work or service quality, and (7) monetize
the data collected from producers and customers (Scholz 2016a, b; Scholz and
Schneider 2016; Srnicek 2017). Essentially, digital labour platforms provide the
necessary infrastructure, governance conditions, tools and additional services for
the exchange of work and facilitate the corresponding compensation.! Through

1. Digital labour platforms have different methods for generating revenue and organizing
work, and they vary in the types of work they facilitate and in their labour practices. For
detailed information about different types of digital labour platforms, see also Johnston et al.
(2020).
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such platforms, direct clients, agencies, platform operators and end-users offer
micro and macro tasks including translations to individuals around the world
who perform them in exchange for money. Platform workers complete and deliver
the tasks, and then the platforms collect the payments and pay the workers the
price indicated by the workers/clients/platforms, minus the platform’s fee.

When it comes to the legal status of these platforms, the owners and boosters
of digital labour platforms claim not to be covered by existing employment reg-
ulations. However, many workers, scholars, labour unions, commentators and
lawmakers insist that the non-compliance of labour platforms with employment
law standards should not be taken for granted. Some people think that new real-
ities of work have outgrown old-fashioned legal concepts, and hence we need
new regulations to safeguard platform workers without limiting the innovative
potential of the platform economy. And some insist on making clear that the
novelties of labour platforms do not deserve or justify special treatment, and
therefore the most important thing is to implement existing labour governance
structures and social protection schemes that protect workers’ rights in the con-
text of platform-based work (see also De Stefano and Aloisi 2018; Johnston et al.
2020; Urzi Brancati et al. 2019).

Another important point worth mentioning is that digital labour platforms
often associate themselves with terms such as “sharing” and/or “collaboration” by
promoting a positive narrative of ongoing progress, flexibility, disintermediation,
skills upgrading, and possibly also democratization (Caruso 2017). However, the
uberized businesses have faced criticism over the years as recent research shows
that the discourse on platform-based digital labour often suffers from inconsis-
tencies between the use of terminology and the reality of the field, especially with
regard to working conditions. Some of the main criticisms are that they prioritize
profit maximization, wealth creation, and boundless economic growth over their
workers by taking advantage of the digital revolution, and that they are designed
to monopolize, extract, process and control huge amounts of data that can then
be used to generate revenue (Scholz and Schneider 2016; Srnicek 2017; Vercellone
et al. 2018). Langley and Leyshon (2016, 13) state that this is mostly because “the
generative force of the platform in digital economic circulation turns, in dif-
ferent ways, on the practices of intermediation and processes of capitalisation.”
According to them, prevailing explanations and narratives cast these digital eco-
nomic circulations as “horizontal, networked exchange relations between users
which are new and different because of their disintermediated, collaborative, and
even democratising qualities” (13). However, they believe that deploying these
established accounts are problematic, in short, because “they render platforms
largely invisible in the understandings that they offer of the digital economy” (13).
Cohen (2017, 68-69) in turn claims that efforts to draw attention to “the mul-
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tifarious shortcomings of the sharing economy - most notably its tendency to
compound precariousness and to fortify deepening patterns of inequality” - is
dismissed as “either mischaracterizations” or “growing pains of a transition still
moving through its early stages” According to Fuchs (2017a, par. 2), the main
trouble with these kinds of digital networks in the age of uber-capitalism is that
“for many everyday people the contemporary economy means precarious work,
insecurity, debt, temporary unemployment, and high levels of inequality” Scholz
(2016) also discusses the pitfalls of an uberized platform economy and states that
because digital labour platform workers are treated as independent business own-
ers rather than employees, platform owners can bypass statutory requirements
such as paid holiday leave, minimum wage, unionization, pension contributions,
collective bargaining, health insurance and protection from unfair dismissal.

The impacts of the rise of Uber-like, global, cloud-based platform technolo-
gies on platform workers have been explored by many institutions, including the
International Labour Organization (ILO), which sets international labour stan-
dards and principles. In one of the reports prepared for the ILO as part of its
Future of Work Initiative, Choudary (ILO 2018a) concludes that “while labour
platforms can create new opportunities for workers that lead to worker empower-
ment, some business model choices can also inadvertently result in poor working
conditions which, if sustained, can result in worker exploitation” (8). Choudary,
therefore, proposes a framework for understanding worker exploitation, compris-
ing five elements that are influenced by platform design (9):

Removal of free agency

Reduced bargaining power and rights

Domination, or making workers subservient to the platform
Increasing dependence of workers on the platform

Fairness in the allocation of risks and rewards across the ecosystem

M SECRECEES

According to Choudary (ILO 2018a), digital labour platforms that exhibit one or
more of the five characteristics above are likely to exploit workers and deterio-
rate their working conditions, instead of empowering them and improving their
conditions. The following parts of the article will explore whether a similar phe-
nomenon is happening in the language industry with the recent tech-powered
transformations.

3. Uberization of (translation) work in the language industry

Computers, the Internet, CAT Tools and translation memory (TM) technologies
have made a big impact on the industrial landscape of translation (O’Brien 2012;
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O’Hagan 2020; $ahin 2013a, b, 2016). And there is a growing consensus that
the language industry is going through a new transformation process with the
increasing adoption of various technologies, including AI, (N)MT, blockchains,
smart contracts, digital platforms, and business models into translation practice.
This process has led to a strong trend towards the automation of translation envi-
ronments and the use of various platform-based translation processes such as
collaborative translation, crowdsourcing, crowd-working, concurrent translation
and agile or continuous localization processes (Alfer and Zwischenberger 2020;
Gough and Perdikaki 2019; Jimenez-Crespo 2017; McDonough Dolmaya 2012).
Most importantly, it has resulted in the emergence of new modes of business
practices in the form of digital platforms. In a recent Common Sense Advisory
(CSA) Research survey (Pielmeier and O’Mara 2020), 89% of freelance respon-
dents reported that they regularly work using digital platforms (vendor portals,
marketplaces and online computer-assisted translation platforms) and on average
they work with five platforms in their daily work routine. Researchers and indus-
try organizations expect to see the demand for these kinds of platforms grow as
automation and AI advance (Gough and Perdikaki 2019; TAUS 2018). Another
reason behind this growth expectation is that many of the labour platforms are
founded with or funded by venture capital investments, as in the case of Unbabel,
the Al+human translation platform which has over 200 employees and funding
amounting to $ 91 million (Unbabel 2019). Another cloud translation automation
platform, Smartcat, with a global marketplace of over 350,000 freelance transla-
tion workers, has raised over $ 14.6 million from venture capitalists (Slator 2020).
Their massive accumulation of venture capital is mostly driven “by the investors’
hope for new forms of value creation through the ‘disruption’ of existing busi-
ness models, which are often portrayed as ossified, overregulated and inefficient”
(Schmidt 2017, 3).

In the specific case of labour platforms for translation, platforms connect
translation workers (translators, editors, post-editors, transcreators, project man-
agers, etc.) with translation buyers (individuals, institutions, direct clients, (trans-
lation) agencies, etc.) and engage them in the exchange of various language
services for money (also see Section 2). The only requirement for joining these
platforms is to have knowledge of two languages, an Internet connection, a com-
puter or smartphone and an email address. For instance, Stepes, an online trans-
lation agency, defines itself as more “Uber” than the “Uber app” and claims that
anyone who is bilingual and has a smartphone can be a translator on their plat-
form (Stepes 2021).

This uberization of translation has already been remarked upon by TAUS
(2017, 25) as in: “We have heard many start-ups in our sector already refer to
themselves as the Ubers of translation [...] self-driving translations will be the
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norm in 22", However, according to Muzii (2018, 17), uberization is not a new
thing in the language industry, rather “this is exactly what has been happening
for decades in the localization industry, where freelancers have been experiencing
this kind of ‘novelty; called moonlighting” And prior research by translation
scholars has already revealed some of the main characteristics of the uberization
of (translation) work in the language industry, as exemplified below.

Abdallah and Koskinen (2007, 674-677) point out that the language industry
has a new structure of “indirect production network”, which is based mostly on
“outsourcing and subcontracting” Their research demonstrates that geographic
distance and the number of intermediaries between translation workers and buy-
ers make it difficult to build a trust relationship, allow translation workers to
participate in decision-making processes and produce ‘trustworthy’ translations
(677-684). Olohan (2017, 11) further argues that this indirect production mode of
the language industry “might well be described as a post-Fordist flexible regime
in which labour is reduced to an economic input, required to be flexible so that it
can be mobilised or dispensed with as required.” She expands on this in her dis-
cussion of translation workers’ interactions with technology by adding that trans-
lation technologies, especially in their networked or cloud-based forms, “produce
a misleading impression of autonomy by ‘allowing’ translators the ‘freedom’ to
complete their work anytime, anywhere” (2017, 11). Instead, she puts forth, “their
lived experience may be that of a translator on call, asked to complete transla-
tions any time of the day or night to be published as part of continuous updates of
global content on globally accessible websites” (11).

The freelancing phenomenon was also studied by Moorkens (2017, 464), who
believes that “the rapid globalization and a background of neoliberal policies
applied by Western economies since the 1970s have precipitated a race to the bot-
tom on costs and increased focus on productivity”, which in the end “has pushed
more translators to work on a freelance basis” and created “a growing class of con-
tingent workers with limited job security” Moorkens (2020) adopts Digital Tay-
lorism into the language industry and warns that cloud-based mass-production
translation networks, coupled with the prevalence of freelance work, “may exac-
erbate several demotivating factors such as interpersonal relationships, working
conditions, salary, status, and security” (19). Quoting Klaus J. Zink, he suggests
that outsourcing “particularly to countries with less pay and without ‘restrictions’
of work and environmental laws”, as may happen in unrestricted scenarios such
as crowdsourcing, is not compatible with sustainable work (Moorkens 2020, 21).
Indeed, online translation environments may result in increased monitoring of
translation workers and workplace surveillance, reduced bargaining power, loss
of independence, lower rates, and living an on-call existence (see Moorkens 2020,
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15-18; Garcia 2017). And Dam and Zethsen’s (2008, 2011) studies reveal that this
precarity of translation work is further compounded by a lower professional sta-
tus of translation workers. In their research, even the higher-status workers in sta-
ble positions in countries with high living standards have been found to have a
lower professional status than may have been expected (ibid).

The constraints imposed by the ongoing transformation of the language
industry on the physical and mental well-being of translation workers have also
received attention in the past few years. Research on the translator’s workplace,
ergonomics and job satisfaction (e.g. (Ehrensberger-Dow etal. 2016;
Ehrensberger-Dow and Hunziker Heeb 2016; $ahin and Kansu-Yetkiner 2020;
Rodriguez-Castro 2015) report that translation workers have been suffering from
various occupational health issues (both mental and physical) and feeling “deval-
ued’, “dehumanized”, “disempowered” and “alienated” mostly due to the lack of
human and organizational aspects in the design and workflow deployment of
translation technologies and management policies.

And finally, as Sadek’s (2018) study demonstrates, especially with the advent
of digital technologies, we now see a systematic violation of intellectual property
and data ownership rights in the translation field. According to Sadek (ibid), the
intellectual property and data ownership policies and practices of our digital age
have devastating repercussions on translation workers and society at large.

Building on the concerns discussed above, we conducted a small-scale, quan-
titative survey with 7o translation workers living in Turkey and working on/for
digital labour platforms to answer two questions in particular: How do digital
labour platform companies impact the working conditions of translation workers,
and what are the risks of these platforms for them? The following sections present
the methodology of the survey and the findings. Due to word and space limita-
tion, we were not able to include all the questions and visuals of the survey in this
article; however, they are always available upon request.

4. Survey methodology

The survey questions were prepared in English, and the online survey was dis-
seminated both in English and Turkish and filled out by 70 respondents who
identified themselves as translation workers performing translation work through
at least one digital labour platform. It was limited to translation workers who
live in Turkey and work on/for digital labour platforms. Participation in the
survey was voluntary and anonymous. Respondents were engaged by spreading
information about the survey with a snow-ball technique through translation-
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related social media groups, and by identifying platform workers on various
digital labour platforms such as Smartcat, Fiverr, Upwork, Stepes, Motaword,
Hizliceviri, Bionluk, Protranslate and Proz, and establishing direct contact with
them via email. The survey went live on May 23, 2019 and was closed on June
8, 2019. The survey questions were prepared based on similar field studies con-
ducted with translation workers (e.g. UK Translator Survey Final Report by the
European Commission, the CIOL and the ITI, 2016) and digital workers (e.g.
ILO 2016, 20183, b, ¢; Harmon and Silberman 2018). The survey was created
using Google Forms and the questions were formulated to collect information in
two separate tracks. The first group of questions were designed to determine the
professional profiles of the respondents, and the second focused on how digital
labour platforms have impacted their working conditions especially with regard
to (1) employment status, (2) income level, (3) work-life balance, (4) social pro-
tections, (5) free agency, (6) bargaining power, (7) dependence on the platform,
(8) allocation of risks and rewards and (9) data collection, protection and privacy.
The survey consisted of multiple-choice questions with predefined answers offer-
ing respondents the opportunity to choose from and rank several options or to
use a scale ranging from “very satisfied” to “very dissatisfied” or “strongly agree”
to “strongly disagree”. The survey methodology and questions were reviewed and
approved by The Ethics Committee for Master and PhD Theses in Social Sciences
and Humanities, Bogazi¢i University (SOBETIK, Application Number: 2019/57,
Issue: 2019-62).

5. Analysis of survey results and discussion

5.1 Professional profiles of the survey participants

The age of the participants ranged from 20 to 77 years of age and their experiences
in the language industry ranged from 1 to 20 years. 74.3% of the survey partic-
ipants had been working on/for digital labour platforms for more than a year.
Of the 70 respondents, 55 answered the question about their educational back-
ground. More than half had a diploma in translation (50.9%), while 29.1% had a
bachelor’s degree in which translation was a significant component of the study,
and 14.6% had a Masters degree in translation or in a field of study in which trans-
lation was a major component. Most respondents (80%) described their main
working role in the language industry as translator. Apart from being a trans-
lator, respondents also reported a variety of other (secondary) roles, including
proofreader (61.4%), editor (44.3%), reviewer (40%), post-editor (27.1%), inter-
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preter (22.9%), transcreator (20%), language teacher (14.3%) and project manager
(12.9%).

Most of the survey participants perform translation (98.6%), proofreading
(61.4%) and editing (57.1%) tasks on digital labour platforms. Other than these
regular translation-related tasks, some new tasks such as machine translation
post-editing (MTPE) (35.7%), quality assurance (14.3%), copywriting (12.9%),
transcreation (11.4%), transcription (7.1%), project management (7.1%) are also
performed on these platforms.

The majority of the survey participants (77.1%) defined their employment sta-
tus as “freelancer” working for translation agencies and direct clients. Others had
a fixed salaried job inside/outside of the language industry but were performing
translation activities as a freelancer in their spare time.

5.2 Reasons for working on/for digital labour platforms

The main reasons why the survey participants work on digital labour platforms
were to have more control and flexibility over their jobs (68.6%) and to work with
clients abroad and earn foreign currency (57.1%). More than half (54.3%) worked
on labour platforms as they preferred to work from home, and 37.1% tried to earn
money on these platforms while studying. Other reasons for working on digital
labour platforms included the possibility of making more money through online
work than in the offline economy (31.4%), finding and working with direct clients
(38.6%), or because they had difficulties finding standard employment (27.1%).

More than half (50.7%) of the survey respondents noted that platform work
earnings were their primary source of income to meet their basic needs, and
23.2% stated that it was an important, though not essential component of their
budgets, while 21.7% indicated it was nice to have, but they could live comfortably
without it.

5.3 The level of income and satisfaction with the income

Figure 1 illustrates that 70% of the respondents (including around 54.3% 0-500
USD + 15.7% 500-1000 USD) earn an average of up to 1000 USD/month from the
translation profession in general. Only 22.9% of them reported an income above
1000 USD/month (around 11.4% between 1000-1500 USD + 11.5% more than 1500
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USD).? One participant preferred not to disclose an income and 4 participants
noted that they have no regular monthly income from translation work.

Average earning as translation professional (monthly)

80

60

40

20

0-1000 USD/month +1000 USD/month other

Figure 1. Monthly earnings as a translation worker

Respondents were also asked to note their weekly earnings from translation
work on digital labour platforms. As can be seen in Figure 2, a significant number,
around 82% out of 67 respondents, stated that they earn up to 250 USD in a typical
week from digital labour platforms.

72.9% of the participants agreed or strongly agreed that there is not enough
work, and that they could not find enough well-paying tasks on the digital labour
platforms. Likewise, 67.1% agreed or strongly agreed that the insufficient work vol-
ume made them search for tasks on various labour platforms. More than 80% of
survey respondents also agreed or strongly agreed that the prevailing competitive
atmosphere on labour platforms results in an overall reduction in rates.

Regarding their level of satisfaction from digital labour platform earnings,
only 20% of the respondents were satisfied or very satisfied with their monthly

2. In the survey questions of Figure 1-2, there was an overlap in some income thresholds being
repeated in more than one category (e.g. 0-500 and 500-1000 or 0-250 and 250-500). Since
our point was to measure the income level with regards to below or above poverty line, we still
included them in our analysis by combining them into two categories (i.e. up to/above 1000
USD as in Figure 1 and up to/above 250 USD as in Figure 2). This is because the overlapping
might only have applied to people who felt they made exactly 250 or 1000 USD; however since
the categories were listed in a logical order and there was a box (other) in which they had the
chance to fill in an income amount if they found the categories confusing, we believe it had no
effect on the results.
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In a typical week, how much money do you make working on/for digital job platforms?

100
80
60
(%)
40
20 18
0-250 USD/month +250 USD/month

Figure 2. Weekly earnings from digital labour platforms

income, compared with 41.4% who indicated they were dissatisfied or very dissat-
isfied, and 34.3% who were neither satisfied nor dissatisfied. Details can be found
in Figure 3.

Are you satisfied with your income from the digital job platform?

40
343
31.4

30

(%) 20
1.4
10
10 8.6
l ’
Very satisfied satisfied neither satisfied nor Dissatisfied Very dissatisfied Other
dissatisfied

Figure 3. Satisfaction with monthly income

Additionally, working predominantly as freelancers, 72.8% of the survey
respondents did not feel financially stable and secure, and 65.2% indicated that
they were not saving for retirement.
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The survey results suggest that even though the language industry has shown
consistent year-on-year growth,’ this growth has not been matched by the finan-
cial earnings of the survey respondents. A large number of the respondents (70%
earn up to 1000 USD/month) reported translation income as below the poverty
line* defined by the Confederation of Labour Unions in Turkey (Tiirk-Is 2019)
in July 2019, which means that they would not be able to make a decent living,
based solely on their translation income. Additionally, earnings from freelance
work do not include compensation for social security contributions for insurance
and retirement. Freelance workers are not paid when they are sick and when they
take annual leave. Their work does not allow them to take paid holidays, and
in many cases, they are responsible for the costs of procuring and maintaining
their required equipment (office, PC, Internet, software licenses, office equip-
ment, electricity, etc.). It also seems the weekly earnings from digital labour plat-
forms (82% earn up to 250 USD/week) are inadequate to make a significant
contribution to improve some of their basic needs and secure decent living con-
ditions for themselves and their families. Because their activities and income on
digital labour platforms are neither continuous nor guaranteed, this situation
may put translation workers in a more vulnerable situation, thus resulting in an
escalation of precariousness which may contribute to greater labour market and
income inequality, low overall earnings, long working hours, poor job stability,
poor health (chronic stress, anxiety, depression, etc.), loss of independence, fewer
resources to devote to personal development and a lower financial capacity of
spending for training and education.

5.4 Working hours and work-life balance

The global 24-hour economy has significantly influenced the way the work-life
balance is organized. In this 24-hour economy, long working hours and unstable
work-life balance become a serious concern (ILO 2018b, 67-71). As may be
inferred from Figure 4, out of 69 respondents only 13% reported that they do not
need to work more than 8 hours a day.

3. Nimdzi, a language industry market research company, estimates that the language services
industry will grow to USD 55 billion by the end of 2020 (Nimdzi 2020).

4 According to the Confederation of Labour Unions in Turkey (Tiirk-Is), the poverty line for
a four-person family with two adults and two children in July 2019 was 1180 USD/month (6759
TRY/month), and the starvation line was 366 USD/month (2075 TL/month). (These figures
were updated in April 2021 as 1079 USD/month (9013 TRY/month) for the poverty line and 331
USD/month (2767 TRY/month) for the starvation line (Tiirk-Is March 2021).
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Do you need to work more than 8 hours (daily)?
40

30

(%) 20

34.9 34.9
13 13
10
4.2
o l

Never A couple of times Usually Always Other

Figure 4. Daily work for more than 8 hours

Respondents were also asked whether they were able to take leave or holiday
time whenever they wanted. The results indicated that only a quarter of respon-
dents had no problems planning their holidays. And only 5.7% of the survey
respondents reported that they did not need to work on weekends, whereas more
than 60% usually or always needed to do so. Working predominantly as free-
lancers, out of 68 respondents, 45.6% stated that they could not afford to take off
4 weeks in a year. When asked why it was difficult to take a leave or go on holiday
while working on/for digital labour platforms, many of the respondents (82.3%)
noted that they did not want to take prolonged time off as they did not wish to
lose their customers. Also, for many of the respondents (88.2%), temporary non-
responsiveness would result in missing out on opportunities to earn money, dam-
age their online reputations, and affect their ability to attract new work in the
future (58.8%). Moreover, 79.4% indicated that they needed to be constantly avail-
able because of the short reaction times on digital labour platforms.

Clearly, most of the respondents are putting a great deal of effort into earning
a living (working more than 8 hours/day during the week, having to work on
weekends, not taking (paid) holidays, etc.), and are mentally preoccupied with
their tasks and the rewards they are missing out on when they are not working for
any reason (holidays, illness, idleness, stress, leisure, etc.). The feeling that they
must be available at all times on digital labour platforms and work long hours
might blur the line between private and work life, and disrupt social engagements
and personal time. And the feast-and-famine nature of work volume on platforms,
the long working hours and unstable work-life balance may negatively influence
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their biological and social rhythms, sleep, hormones, recovery, circadian rhythms
and lifestyle (e.g. the possibilities of physical activities and a regular diet).

5.5 Removal of free agency and intermediation

Because of the direct worker-client interactions that they intend to provide, digital
labour platforms are often expected to allow platform workers to bypass some
intermediaries and obtain more direct access to international direct clients. This
would make it possible for translation buyers and workers to be able to connect
and do business directly without (translation) agencies in the middle. Even if dis-
intermediation is happening at some level, the survey findings suggest that digital
labour platforms for translation may have already created new forms of interme-
diation that results in limited free agency for the platform workers, since 67.1%
of the survey respondents mostly worked with local (31.4%) and global (35.7%)
translation agencies on these platforms.

This suggests that, in many cases, the unmediated connection between the
direct client and the translation worker has not been accomplished yet. For trans-
lation workers, this kind of intermediation may result in a new configuration of
indirect production networks (Abdallah and Koskinen 2007) and (re)produce
mistrust and limited participation in decision-making processes.

5.6 Reduced bargaining power and rights

Since the organizational and employment principles of digital labour platforms
depend mostly on their on-demand characteristics, there needs to be a large
pool of providers and clients from all around the world to guarantee an efficient
matching of supply and demand. However, for translation workers, this may turn
into a fierce local and global competition with low bargaining power because
the availability of work is highly uncertain on these platforms. As mentioned in
Section 5.3, 72.9% of respondents complained about the inadequate work volume
on these platforms, and 67.1% said that they need to spend a significant amount
of time searching for well-paying tasks on various platforms. Digital labour plat-
forms have the ability (and desire) to significantly expand the pool of potential
workers available to clients. When workers seek income opportunities through
these platforms, this expansion often results in fierce competition among platform
workers and thus underbidding practices. As discussed in Section 5.3, 81.4% of
respondents think that the prevailing competitive atmosphere on these platforms
results in an overall reduction in rates. In return, the lower bargaining power
within a highly competitive environment would make translation workers more
likely to accept jobs with lower pay and less stability.
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Furthermore, the right to organize and collectively bargain is one of the fun-
damental conventions of the ILO in both online and offline work (ILO 2008,
2013). However, especially with the rise of on-demand employment practices
and non-standard arrangements in the digital labour platform economy, various
reports (ETUC 2018; ILO 2019) indicate that the right for collective bargaining
on digital labour platforms has severely declined. This issue is observable in our
survey results, as well: Out of 68 survey respondents, 76.5% indicated that when
working on/for labour platforms, they do not have the right to organize and col-
lectively negotiate with job providers or platform owners for improved rights
and working conditions. We suspect that some of the survey participants under-
reported this issue by interpreting the term “negotiation” as an individual right to
bargain with their clients about their rates or deadlines. To our knowledge, collec-
tive bargaining is not supported by any digital labour platforms on the market at
the time of writing. According to European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC
2018, 14-17), the main challenges to collective bargaining include: platform oper-
ators’ resistance to collective bargaining because it supposedly would not allow
flexible work models, the geographically dispersed workforce and the fragmenta-
tion of work in the platform economy, and the heterogeneity of the platform work-
ers’ potential collective organization demands, interests and needs.

Although collective bargaining goes beyond the language industry and is
mostly related with the more general regulations and legislations about the digital
economy, some aspects of digital labour platforms do raise novel issues to which
collective efforts could provide an answer. By establishing collective bargaining
agreements, the translation workers could organize their collective voice in the
digital workplace and raise their concerns, challenge low ratings, negotiate pay,
working hours, minimum wage, and other working conditions.

5.7 Increasing dependence of translation workers on the platform

According to Choudary (ILO 2018a, 27), lack of reputation portability may reduce
a worker’s ability to find another platform or non-platform work. For instance,
recent university graduates may work on/for a labour platform for a few years, but
the lack of a formal employment relationship coupled with an inability to show-
case the records of their past labour, reputation or client relationships through
some formal mechanism like a letter, certificate, or reference, may in time reduce
their employability in more traditional jobs. Moreover, if the platform workers
were to move to a new platform, they would have to invest time, effort, and
money in building their reputation from scratch (ILO 2018a, 27). This fact is also
reported in our survey findings: Out of 68 survey respondents, 63.2% said they
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were not able to export (in .csv or excel format, etc.) a complete human- and
machine-readable work and reputation history at any time from the platform.

5.8 Allocation of rewards and risks across the ecosystem

Platform workers highly value their ratings, reviews, and online reputations
(Pettersen 2017). This is mostly because good reputation ratings and reviews make
their profiles more visible, which can translate into a larger number of tasks
at higher rates. After translation workers deliver their services, the clients can
rate and/or review specific and/or general aspects of the services such as over-
all quality and compliance with deadlines. However, Cockayne warns that with-
out providing a rationale or a chance to contest, the seemingly arbitrary 1- to
5-star rating/rewarding mechanism of customer reviews can lead to “control over
worker performance and behaviour”, “function as a method to impose discipline”
and also “serve to ensure that the worker’s behaviour aligns with what the rating
requires” (as cited in Eurofond 2018, 4). Out of 68 survey respondents, only 20.5%
stated they can contest ratings or evaluations of their work through official plat-
form channels if they believe the rating and/or review is wrong or unfair.

In addition to this, different levels of access to information on digital labour
platforms also result in clients having access to more information on translation
workers than the other way around. Most of the labour platforms maintain trans-
lation workers’ ratings (such as completed jobs, quality, timely delivery, etc.) so
that clients can hire the ones who have higher rates from prior completed tasks.
However, in many cases, there is no equivalent mechanism for translation work-
ers to access information about their potential clients that could help them assess
whether they are reliable, prompt payers, respectful clients, or effective communi-
cators. Out of 67 respondents, 61.2% stated that on digital labour platforms, they
do not have access to enough information about their potential clients. And whilst
clients can rate platform workers, the opposite is not always the case. Over half
of the survey participants (50.7%) said that they were not able to review, rate, or
evaluate their clients on the platforms where they work.

5.9 Data collection, protection and privacy

Because of their dependence on data, digital labour platforms collect and re-
use a lot of their users’ personal data (e.g. location, payment details, address,
resumes and personal details) and translation data (e.g. translation memories and
termbases). An important issue with the data collection is that since many of
the labour platforms with a CAT Tool environment are connected to publicly
available machine translation (MT) providers (Google Translate, Microsoft Bing
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Translator, Yandex Translate, Baidu, etc.) via an Application Programming Inter-
face (API), there can also be data leakage risks on these platforms (Canfora and
Ottmann 2020, 63-65). Based on some concrete examples, Vashee (2017) reports
that there is a risk that these publicly available MT APIs store every single word,
phrase, segment, and sentence that is sent to them. Therefore, the use of a digital
labour platform that has integrated API access to publicly available MT systems
may undermine corporate and personal privacy and expose high-value confiden-
tial data to anyone who knows how to use a search engine or has basic hacking
skills (Faes 2017).

Furthermore, several studies have begun to address the re-use of translation
data and its impacts on the work processes of translation workers from an ethical
perspective (Kenny etal. 2020). For instance, Moorkens and Lewis (2020)
remark: “Source texts and translations in the form of parallel texts have been
recycled, initially via translation memory tools, then as training data for MT sys-
tems, with data requirements (and data value) growing exponentially in the case
of NMT” (477-478). In this regard, they explore the Berne Convention and some
other regulations upon which the current copyright ownership (with moral and
economic rights) for translation is based, and state that “the attribution of trans-
lation copyright (and the reuse of translation as data) is subject to a number of
conflicting and inconsistently-interpreted laws and conventions” (478). They con-
clude that at present, benefits from translation leveraging and reuse are rarely
passed to the translator, and “there are possible conflicting claims from transla-
tors as creators or derivative work and from database maintainers, particularly if
a degree of creativity or intellectual effort has been expended in this work (478)”

We asked the survey participants how they perceive the works that they
translate/edit on digital labour platforms with regard to copyright protections.
A considerable proportion of the survey participants (77.9% of 68 respondents)
indicated that while working on/for digital labour platforms, they seldom (47.1%),
usually (27.9%) or always (2.9%) translate/edit (creative) works that should be
protected with copyright regulations.

6. Limitation of the study

The author is aware that the design of the current study has some limitations.
First, since the participation in the survey was anonymous, we were not able to
identify from whom the responses came, preventing us from following up to ver-
ify if the participants are actual translation workers and not other professionals.
However, we reduced this bias by disseminating the survey only on digital labour
platforms and online translation environments, and asking questions to iden-
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tify the professional backgrounds of the participants. Secondly, some translation
workers are in-house, freelance, part-time or remote workers, and their involve-
ment in the translation process is in some ways different than that of freelancers.
This might create a disparity among their responsibilities and working conditions,
but addressing all of the potential differences is beyond the scope of this article.
In order to maintain a perspective that is broad enough to include all of the rel-
evant labour sources, we use the term “translation worker” which covers most of
the roles and working practices of the survey participants.

7. Conclusions

Within the scope of this article, we explored how digital labour platforms have
affected the working conditions of translation workers living in Turkey, especially
with regard to employment status, income level, work-life balance, social protec-
tions, free agency, bargaining power, dependence on the platform, allocation of
risks and rewards, and data collection, protection and privacy. By focusing on key
concerns about the current tech-powered transformation of the language industry,
this study highlighted one issue that requires urgent attention: the role and impact
of uberization of work in the degradation of translation workers’ conditions.
Although digital labour platforms promise a new model for collaborative,
cooperative production of translation and some novel business opportunities
for translation workers, the survey findings suggest that those opportunities are
subsumed under the rule of capitalism and often fall short of decent and fair
labour standards. The International Labour Organization’s substantive elements
of Decent Work includes adequate earnings and productive work, income equal-
ity, decent working time, appropriate balance between work, family and personal
life, social security, stable and secure work, and social dialogue that involves
workers” and employers’ representation (ILO 2008, 2013). However, the results of
our research indicate that the introduction of new technologies (digital labour
platforms) and business models (uberization of work) into the translation pro-
duction networks has not yet provided a significant contribution to the working
conditions of translation workers living in Turkey. Work organization has not
become more democratic, horizontal, or direct; translation workers have not
been included in key decision-making processes; their roles, skills and outputs
have not been valued; and the appropriation of data still remains an issue. What
emerged is: more precarious working conditions (with an unsecured employment
status, poor level of income, long working hours, no social protection or job secu-
rity, etc.), weakened work-life distinction, reduced bargaining power, increased
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dependence on platforms, unfair distribution of risk and rewards, and worsened
intellectual property and data protection practices.

The findings of this study are also consistent with the research conducted by
the International Labour Organization (ILO 2016, 2018a, b, ¢), which warns that
digital labour platforms have been introducing some new challenges, uncertain-
ties, and limitations to the world of work and may lead to undesirable terms and
adverse working conditions for (digital) workers. In this sense, the present study
can be viewed as one of many attempts to contribute to the literature examining
the impact of technologies and business models on (translation) work, and it calls
for further research on translation workers not only in light of their cultural roles
but also their economic significance as producers, consumers and importantly as
data providers in the era of uber-capitalism. The findings also suggest that larger
and more comprehensive studies with a larger sample consisting of translation
workers from around the globe are needed for detailed investigation of how Uber-
like business models are affecting them in order to understand and define their
advantages and disadvantages and raise awareness in the language industry and
encourage the translation community to take effective measures to protect its own
interests.

8. Considerations for the future

If it is true that the consequences of the current tech-driven transformation on
translation workers are for the most part negative in the era of uber-capitalism,
two important questions remain: (1) What would greater democratic and fair con-
trol over the translation production, translation technology and utilization of sur-
plus look like and (2) what would be the alternative types of translation businesses
in the digital age?

We should note that the current tech-powered developments are neither lin-
ear nor determined. There are research and propositions that avoid (technolog-
ical) determinism and solutionism while offering solid alternative ways against
“the two opposing and yet complimentary nightmares that are the integral uberi-
sation of society and the sovereignist protection of the capitalism of yesteryear”
(Kyrou, Moulier-Boutang and Stiegler 2016, par. 8). As such, the free/libre and
open-source software (FLOSS), open translation (Open Translation 2011), open
value networks (Siddiqui and Brastaviceanu 2013), platform cooperativism
(Scholz 20164, b), commons-oriented open cooperativism (Bauwens and Kostakis
2017), data cooperatives (Hardjono and Pentland 2019) and distributed coopera-
tive organizations (Disco 2021) could be recognized in the context of initiatives
that are seeking for “tech for good”, “tech for all”, “responsible tech” and “solidarity
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economy” which generally try to make tech-powered businesses and organiza-
tions more aware of the social and worker impact of their ventures.

These movements were born as an antithesis of the capitalist platform econ-
omy with a strong claim and conviction to advocate for the common economic
and social concerns of workers by co-operating in a common (digital) space.
There are a growing number of successful examples of these models that offer
more or less the same digital works, goods and services on technologically equiva-
lent digital labour platforms compared to their capitalist counterparts mentioned
in this study, “but the engagement of workers in these [...] business models are
vastly different, due to their distinct goals and missions” (Saner, Yiu and Nguyen
2019, 2). Unlike profit-maximizing businesses, these enterprises “prioritize social
objectives”, “have a strong conviction to advocate for the common economic and
social concerns of workers” (2—3) and “allow platform workers to have more con-
trol over resources, production, and decision-making, bringing them a sense of
identity and empowerment” (3).

Some proposals have been made in the translation field to preserve coopera-
tion, openness and sustainability (such as Baker 2009; Baumgarten 2016; Cronin
2017; Kenny et al. 2020; Moorkens and Lewis 2019; Moorkens and Rocchi 2020;
Sadek 2018; Tymoczko 2010), and to counteract hegemonic neoliberal policies via
translation (Santos 2014). Further to this, the practical grounds of platform coop-
erativism and openness in the translation field have already achieved progress
(see Open Translation 2011; Coop 2021). By applying the notions and lessons
of the open (source) and collective models to the translation field, a growing
number of collective, cooperative and open-source translation initiatives have
been launched around the world (Wikimedia Foundation, Guerrilla Translation,
Fair MT, GlobalVoices, Guild Translation & Localization Co-Op, Omega-T,
TraduXio, OpenTM2, MosesSMT, Apertium, OpenLogos, etc.) to gradually build
a freer and fairer (translation) society with greater solidarity. That being said,
“because of the important place of translation and its potential for social devel-
opment and access to knowledge among other goals” (Sadek 2018, 370), more
research and practical applications are needed to find a way to build alternative
modes and models of translation production, distribution, trading, and consump-
tion that prioritize democratic governance, human rights, nature, decent working
conditions, fairness and equality.
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