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Executive Summary
This report presents the findings from Fairwork’s assessment 
of Appen, a data annotation company providing human 
annotated data sets for Artificial Intelligence (AI) and 
Machine Learning (ML). Regularly cited as an industry leader, 
Appen has a reported workforce of over one million, with 
workers engaged as both remote freelancers and on-site 
employees. The report marks the first assessment of Appen’s 
on-site operations by the Fairwork project. 
Focusing specifically on operations in its Philippine 
Business Process Outsourcing (BPO) centre in Imus, a city 
in the province of Cavite, Fairwork has assessed Appen’s 
workplace policies and management practices against the 
Fairwork AI Principles. The assessment draws on extensive 
desk research, worker evidence (including a company-
wide survey and 14 in-depth interviews with workers), and 
management evidence, as well as reviewing the measures 
introduced by the company during the assessment period 
from September 2024 to October 2025.

Appen has been awarded a score of 4 out of 10, in 
recognition of its compliance with the local minimum wage, 
its efforts to prevent unfair management practices, and its 
initiatives to promote collective worker voice. Following its 
engagement with Fairwork, 15 changes were implemented 
by Appen’s management to improve workplace standards. 
 

These changes include expanding Appen’s partnership 
with a service provider to offer mental health and therapy 
support for content moderators, launching a Content 
Moderator Wellness Programme to mitigate task-specific 
risks, standardising the process for seeking consent to 
strengthen workers’ understanding of potential risks, 
improving appeals mechanisms to ensure procedural 
transparency, updating its privacy statement to meet 
data minimisation requirements, discontinuing the use 
of screen-monitoring software, and establishing an 
Engagement Forum where workers can discuss company 
policies and participate in governance.

This assessment and the resulting changes were made 
possible through Appen’s active engagement with 
Fairwork. The company facilitated a site visit and a worker 
survey as well as providing detailed documentation of its 
policies and practices for analysis.
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Fairwork AI Research: 
Insights from the 
Philippines
The integration of Artificial Intelligence (AI) into economic 
and social systems has created growing demand for high-
quality data training and labelling; a market which is 
projected to reach $17 billion by 2030.1 Although automation 
and the production of synthetic training data are advancing, 
most data preparation and content moderation continues to 
rely on human labour.
The workers that perform this critical task are largely 
based in the Global South and outsourced via remote 
digital labour platforms and BPOs.2 Situated within opaque 
global supply chains and rendered invisible by narratives 
of technological immateriality, they generally face low 
pay and poor working conditions, despite their essential 
contribution to the production of AI.3

The Philippines has long been a key outsourcing location.4 
The Philippine BPO sector, developed in the 1990s with 
strong government support, now accounts for 10 to 15% 
of global market share, employs over one million people, 
and was valued at approximately $38.7 billion in 2024.5 
Growing at a rate of 7% in 2024, it is expected to provide 
employment to another 1.1 million workers by 2028.6

However, concerns about job quality and technological 
displacement are present, prompting organisations such 
as the BPO Industry Employees Network (BIEN) to call 
for stronger legal protections for workers.7 The sector 
operates under the oversight of the Philippine Economic 
Zone Authority (PEZA) and the Department of Labor and 
Employment (DOLE). However, existing labour protections 
often fail to address issues such as living wages, job strain, 
and employment security.

Contributing to attempts to address issues faced by 
workers, Fairwork has established the Fairwork AI 
Principles to benchmark basic minimum workplace 
standards in the context of AI development and 
deployment. Structured around five core facets of work 
– pay, conditions, contracts, management, and collective 
representation – the principles offer a practical framework 
for assessing working conditions at individual companies 
and rendering visible an important aspect of the human 
impact of AI. 

The principles were developed through a global, 
multi-stakeholder consultation that brought together 
government representatives, regulators, international 
organisations, corporations, trade unions, and independent 
experts. Facilitating independent assessments of working 
conditions, the principles offer insights for policymakers, 
workers, companies and consumers. By pointing to best 
practices, the assessments scaffold demonstrate paths for 
improvement. Conversely, by pointing to poor practices, 
they underline the need for regulation to compel change. 
To date, the Fairwork AI Principles have been used to 
evaluate working conditions at Sama, a data annotation 
BPO with delivery centres located in Kenya and Uganda, 
and at Humans in the Loop, a Bulgaria-based data 
annotation BPO8.
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FAIR PAY 
Workers, irrespective of their employment classification or contract type, should earn a decent 
income and be paid on time and in full. 

FAIR CONDITIONS 
Companies should have policies to protect workers from foundational risks arising from the 
work processes and should take proactive measures to protect and promote the health and 
safety of workers. 

FAIR CONTRACTS 
Terms and conditions should be accessible, readable and comprehensible. The party contracting 
with the worker must be subject to local law and must be identified in the contract. Regardless 
of the workers’ employment status, the contract must be free of clauses that unreasonably 
exclude liability on the part of the service user and/or the company. The employer should make 
reasonable adjustments in wages and conditions between workers in different contractual 
arrangements. 

FAIR MANAGEMENT 
There should be a documented process which guarantees that the employer will not discriminate 
and that workers have the right to appeal decisions affecting them. There must be a clear 
channel of communication for workers to appeal management decisions. Where AI systems 
are involved in work, employers must create explainability mechanisms such as transparency 
reports, and workers must be able to appeal decisions made by AI systems. Management 
should avoid excessive surveillance and should strive for data minimisation. 

FAIR REPRESENTATION 
Companies should provide a documented process through which worker voice can be expressed. 
Irrespective of their employment classification or contract type, workers should have the right 
to organise in collective bodies, and companies should be prepared to cooperate and negotiate 
with them. 

Fairwork AI 
Principles
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Methodology:  
How Does Fairwork 
Assess BPOs?
Fairwork assesses companies using a threefold methodology 
comprising desk research, management meetings, and 
worker interviews. Additionally, surveys may be administered 
and site visits undertaken. This process generates evidence 
against the thresholds defined in the Fairwork AI Principles, 
verifying company claims and capturing both positive and 
negative findings from diverse sources. Scores are based 
on this evidence, with points awarded only where sufficient 
proof is available for each threshold.

Desk Research 
Each evaluation begins with desk research to gather 
publicly available information about the company, its 
operations, and labour practices. This stage helps the 
research team identify key issues, refine the research 
focus, and design appropriate instruments for data 
collection and worker recruitment. It also serves to 
establish initial points of contact with management 
where necessary, laying the groundwork for subsequent 
engagement and evidence gathering.

Management Engagement 
The second element of the Fairwork methodology 
involves engaging with company management to obtain 
evidence. Management participates in meetings where 
the principles are outlined and is asked to provide 
supporting evidence of relevant policies and practices. 
Where necessary, written questions are also sent. The 
objective is to gain insight into the company’s operations 
and business model while facilitating a dialogue through 
which the company may agree to implement suggested 
changes aligned with the Fairwork principles.

Worker Interviews 
The third element involves collecting data directly from 
workers through interviews and, where possible surveys, 
which provide detailed evidence of lived experiences at 
the company. The aim is not to create a representative 
sample, but rather to develop an understanding of work 
processes and how they are managed. This enables 
Fairwork to assess whether policies and practices are 
applied consistently and working as intended. Where 
possible, unions, worker groups, and other stakeholders 
help disseminate calls for participation. Interviews and 
surveys are structured around the thresholds outlined 
in the Fairwork principles and are conducted in strict 
confidence. Workers are compensated at a rate above the 
local living wage.

Providing a Score 
Each principle is divided into two sub-principles. The 
first may be awarded independently, while the second 
is conditional on the first being met. Companies are 
scored out of 10, with a maximum of two points allocated 
per principle. A point is awarded only when a company 
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provides sufficient evidence of implementing the 
relevant sub-principles. The absence of a point does not 
necessarily imply non-compliance; it indicates only that 
Fairwork was unable to substantiate compliance with the 
available evidence.

The scoring process involves several stages. First, 
the evidence is compiled, and preliminary scores are 
assigned. The anonymised and summarised evidence is 
then reviewed independently by external reviewers, who 
assign their own scores. Once this stage is complete, all 
scorers convene to discuss the evidence and determine a 
provisional score. The scores and their justifications are 
subsequently shared with the company for review, after 
which they can submit additional evidence in support of 
points not initially awarded. Final scores are determined 
based on all available evidence.

The Application of the Fairwork 
Methodology to Appen
Appen agreed to an assessment of workplace standards 
at its Cavite site in June 2024. The assessment centred on 
the experiences of data processing workers and followed 
the standard Fairwork methodology, with adjustments to 
account for the specificities of the case study. 

In September 2024, Fairwork initiated desk research to 
collect all publicly available information about Appen 
and its BPO delivery centre in the Philippines. Two 
months later, Appen hosted Fairwork researchers on a 
site visit. During the visit, the researchers participated 
in meetings with the management team. In the 
following months, Appen’s management also provided 
extensive documentation to support the assessment of 
its alignment with the Fairwork AI Principles, including 
sample contracts as well as policies on worker wellness 
and managerial practices. 

An online survey was conducted to understand the 
experiences and perspectives of workers. Participation 
was voluntary, remunerated, and confidential. While on-

site in Cavite, researchers distributed a flyer outlining 
the research. Appen’s management also sent it to all 
workers by email and displayed it on company bulletin 
boards. The flyer invited workers to participate in a 
survey or an interview and included a QR code linking to 
a secure landing page. The landing page asked workers 
to share their contact details (specifically excluding work 
emails). The research team then contacted workers who 
expressed interest in participating.

The survey was conducted from mid-November 2024 to 
early February 2025 and was offered in both English and 
Filipino. A total of 129 valid responses were received, 
representing approximately 9% of the estimated 
workforce – with approximately 1400 data workers 
employed at the BPO in September 2024, when the 
assessment began. The sample included variation across 
age and gender, with women making up a slightly higher 
proportion. However, the objective was not to build a 
representative sample but to collect granular data on the 
experiences of workers in accordance with the thresholds 
specified in the Fairwork AI Principles. Survey participants 
were compensated at an hourly rate above the local living 
wage for their contribution. In addition to the survey, the 
research team conducted 14 in-depth interviews with 
workers. These interviews lasted approximately one hour 
and an hourly rate above the local living wage.9 

The research team analysed the data provided by 
management and workers thematically in accordance 
with the thresholds outlined in the Fairwork AI Principles. 
The peer review process, which included members of the 
Fairwork network10, took place in April 2025. Fairwork 
then provided Appen with a provisional score, together 
with suggested changes to company policies and practices 
as well as requests for clarification where evidence was 
incomplete or ambiguous. The score was finalised in 
October 2025, following the provision of further evidence 
and extensive dialogue between Appen’s Philippines 
managerial team and the Fairwork research team.
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Background
Appen is a key intermediary in global AI supply chains, 
with international clients including Amazon, Salesforce, 
and Nvidia.11 A publicly traded technology company with 
an estimated revenue of $234.3 million in 2024, it provides 
human-annotated data sets for various AI applications and 
is widely recognised as a leader in the field.12 
Founded in Australia in 1996, it now encompasses several 
subsidiaries with physical premises around the world, 
including China, Hong Kong, Singapore, India, the US, and 
the UK and the Philippines.13 

Claiming a ‘global crowd’ of over 1 million workers covering 
more than 235 languages, Appen has a large workforce of 
remote freelancers providing services via digital labour 
platforms.14 However, workers are also formally employed 
on-site, with publicly listed locations including Vietnam, 
China, Malaysia, India, and the Philippines. 

In the Philippines, formally employed workers report 
to a BPO centre in Imus, Cavite, a province bordering 
Metro-Manila. The Cavite site is a tangible manifestation 
of the materiality of AI. Located in an industrial park, 
data workers sit row upon row in front of computers, 
providing services to clients worldwide, from the US 
to China.15 Workers handle a wide range of data, from 
labelling mundane items like photos of bags, shoes, 
posters to moderating explicit content, including ‘nasty, 
vulgar, obscene things,’ as one worker interviewed for this 
research put it. Their work supports the development of 
various AI solutions and content moderation systems.16
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Appen’s Fairwork 
Score, 2024/2025
Table 1: Appen’s Fairwork Score

04

Principle 1:  
Fair Pay

Principle 2:  
Fair Conditions

Principle 3:  
Fair Contracts

Principle 4:  
Fair Management

Principle 5: Fair 
Representation

1

-

-

2

1

Appen’s Total Score

Pays at least the local 
minimum wage

Pays at least the local 
living wage

Assures freedom of 
association and expression 
of worker voice.

Ensures safe working 
conditions

Ensures paid leave and a 
safety net

Provides decent 
contracts

Provides secure 
employment

Treats workers fairly
Creates clear and effective 
systems for data management, 
explanations and appeals

Supports democratic 
governance.

Principle First point Second point Total
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The first point (1.1) stipulates that workers 
must earn at least the local minimum wage 
for all hours worked, regardless of their 
employment status or contract type, and 
that they are paid on time and in full. The 
second point (2.1) requires that workers 
be paid at least the local living wage. 
Appen has been awarded the first point for 
Fair Pay. 

Workers at the Imus site are paid a fixed 
rate of ₱16,222.73 per month (gross) 
($278.01). This includes three bi-monthly 
allowances for rice (₱750, taxable), 
laundry (₱150, taxable), and uniform 
and clothing (₱208.34, non-taxable). 
The basic daily rate before allowances is 
approximately ₱643.96 (gross) ($11.04), 
with the addition of the allowances raising 
the daily rate to ₱743 (gross) ($12.73). 
Workers receive an additional 13th-month 
salary, equivalent to at least one-twelfth 
of their total basic salary earned within a 
year, as mandated by Presidential Decree 
No. 851 and the Department of Labor and 
Employment (DOLE).17

The basic wage exceeds the statutory 
minimum wage of ₱560 per day ($9.60) 
for the Calabarzon region, where Appen’s 
site is based.18 Payment is generally on 
time and in full. There was, however, 
insufficient evidence to demonstrate that 
workers at the Imus site earn at least the 
living wage for all hours worked.19 

In response to the question, ‘How often 
do you worry about making enough 
money to cover your living costs?’, only 
5% of workers that participated in the 
survey reported never worrying about it, 
while 39% said sometimes, 36% most 
of the time, and 21% always. Consistent 
with these findings, the majority of 
interviewees reported worrying about not 
earning enough to live on, with workers – 
especially those with families to support 
– emphasising the insufficiency of their 
wages. One worker, a parent, said the 
following: 

As a family person, that kind of money 
doesn’t really support [us], because we 
have the bills, electricity. So, I need another 
job so the expenses will be fulfilled. 

Appen’s management proposed that the 
living wage figure published by the IBON 
Foundation should apply to the family unit 
rather than to individual workers. However, 
in conversations with Fairwork, the IBON 
Foundation recommended continuing to 
apply this threshold to individual wage 
earners, as it would be impossible to 
estimate the number of wage earners in 
each family unit.20 Therefore, to award the 
point, the living wage figure must align with 
IBON Foundation’s operationalisation, 
which applies to the individual.

Explaining  
the Scores
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To receive the first point for Fair Conditions 
(2.1), companies must demonstrate that 
they provide safe working conditions. This 
includes having policies and practices 
in place to protect workers from task-
specific risks, such as high job strain or 
enabling workers to flag potential hazards, 
and ensuring reasonable working hours, 
break times, and shift allocations, with 
appropriate accommodations for health 
or personal circumstances. The second 
point (2.2) is contingent on the provision 
of paid time off and meaningful health 
care contributions if there is no national 
scheme accessible to workers. 

There was insufficient evidence to award 
Appen either point for this principle. 
However, the company took significant 
measures to address issues highlighted 
during the assessment, particularly 
in mitigating risks faced by content 
moderation workers.

Worker evidence suggests that workers 
performing data annotation tasks at 
Appen experience relatively high job 
strain. Both the survey and worker 
interviews underscore the strenuous work 
schedules required to meet output and 
quality targets. Survey results highlight 
that one in five workers struggled to meet 
their targets and were reprimanded by 
supervisors when they failed to do so. 

The survey findings also underscore the 
central role of key performance indicators 
(KPIs) in shaping working conditions in 
the company. One respondent noted, 
‘Managers [or] supervisors force their 
[team] members to achieve KPIs.’

The evidence points to a work culture 
characterised by high pace, often resulting 
in physical strain such as headaches, 
eye fatigue, blurry vision, and back pain. 
To address musculoskeletal injuries, 
Appen offers workplace adjustments. 
The company also provides free access 
to a nurse, a physiotherapist, and a 

mental health professional (for content 
moderation workers), and safety training 
to address the physical and psychological 
impacts of the work. However, workers 
continue to experience high job strain 
due to the pressure to meet daily targets 
– with the potential threat of disciplinary 
action, including warnings and ultimately 
termination, if they repeatedly fail to 
do so, after undergoing a Performance 
Improvement Programme (PIP). 

For content moderation work, the risks also 
extend to mental well-being. One worker 
surveyed for this research described their 
gradual desensitisation to the content, its 
inescapability outside of work, and the 
resulting impact on their mental health:

Since we were exposed to graphic content 
every day, the content itself became normal 
to us. The harm appears in dreams, normal 
conversation, [and] chores; I mean, there 
should be a cleanse every week for us to be 
sane. 

Another participant described the 
lingering effects of content moderation 
work beyond normal working hours:

It has an impact on our mental health 
because we imagine it when we are off 
duty. We always remember it. The company 
does provide support. You get used to it as 
time goes by. At first it is hard, but you get 
used to it.

Appen took measures to mitigate risks 
specific to content moderation. In 
November 2024, the company launched a 
Content Moderator Wellness Programme 
to address risks that content moderators 
face. The programme introduces several 
measures to support workers’ well-
being. These include flexible working 
arrangements, such as flexible scheduling 
and shift rotations to prevent burnout 
and limit exposure to distressing content, 
and workplace adjustments, such as 
temporary changes in job responsibilities. 
Workers also receive ten additional paid 
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leave days, known as ‘reset days’, and 
must attend a mandatory mental health 
seminar.

The programme further provides access 
to counselling sessions, based on 
assessments by counsellors contracted 
externally by Appen. It also includes 
‘trauma-informed practices’, such as 
training for team leaders and HR staff to 
recognise signs of emotional distress, and 
‘learning sessions’, including webinars, 
training, and educational programmes 
to promote mental health awareness. 
Finally, a blurring tool allows workers to 
skip content according to their confidence 
level. However, as management evidence 
underlines, ‘in cases where the blurring 
function [provided by the application] 
prevents the workers from properly 
moderating the content, they have no 
choice but to unblur the image to ensure 
the task is completed accurately.’

Appen contracts counselling services 
from a local agency, which implements 
Employee Assistance Programmes for 
content moderation workers. As part of 
this programme, the following services 
are provided: (1) pre-employment mental 
health assessments for employees 
engaged in content moderation tasks; 
(2) triannual mental health check-ins 
for those involved in explicit content 
moderation; and (3) 24/7 counselling, 
including support for workers who leave 
Appen, with a grace period of two weeks. 
While this programme reflects Appen’s 
commitment to ensure the mental well-
being of its content moderators, it falls 
short of meeting the protocols highlighted 
by UNI Global, which recommends 
extending access to wellness resources 
for at least 24 months post-contract.21

Before engaging with explicit content, 
workers are informed of the associated 
risks through mental health screening 
and are given pilot tasks to familiarise 
themselves with the types of content they 

will review. Management evidence also 
shows that workers employed in content 
moderation projects receive a sample 
project comprising 20 tasks to help them 
prepare for the type of work they will 
undertake. Content moderators can also 
request to be transferred to other projects. 
With regard to risk flagging and the ability 
to opt out, in practice, many feel they have 
little real choice but to accept available 
assignments.

Work at Appen is organised in shifts spread 
across the day and night, with standard 
working hours not exceeding eight per day, 
in line with the Filipino Labor Code.22 Most 
work is on-site, with the possibility of home 
working on specific projects. Workers 
report to work on-site five days per week 
and are entitled to a one-hour unpaid 
lunch break. Management evidence also 
highlights that workers are entitled to an 
additional paid 30-minute break each 
day, divided into two 15-minute slots. 
However, survey evidence shows that 
access to this break depends on approval 
by team leaders. Management evidence 
also indicates that, in certain projects, 
the 30-minute break is conditional upon 
a full 8-hour shift. Workers, in such cases, 
must log eight hours of active working 
time, also known as ‘tool time’, a metric 
applied in some projects that measures 
time spent submitting tasks, with ‘idle 
time’ accumulating after two minutes of 
inactivity.

Workers interviewed who were subject to 
‘tool time’ reported feeling unable to take 
their full paid breaks or step away from 
their computers, for fear of accumulating 
too much ‘idle time’, which could prevent 
them from meeting their ‘tool time’ 
targets. They also expressed concern 
that, given the project-based nature of 
their employment, client withdrawal 
could result in job loss if a project failed 
to meet client expectations. One worker 
commented:
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If we say we can’t handle the workload, we 
risk losing our jobs. Managers always say, 
‘The client is the client; they pay us’. 

In some instances, job strain is intensified 
by the lack of paid leave. Under Filipino 
law, Appen’s data processing workers are 
entitled to five days of Service Incentive 
Leave only after one year of service.23 
This leaves those with less than a year of 

tenure without access to any paid time 
off, including sick leave. Workers reported 
having to ’compensate’ for sick days by 
working on their designated rest days. 
Although no changes were implemented 
to address this issue during the 2024/25 
evaluation period, extending paid time 
off to all workers, regardless of tenure, 
was cited by Appen’s Philippine BPO 
management as a key near-term goal.

The first point of the third principle (3.1) 
stipulates that workers must sign a 
contract and/or give informed consent to 
the terms and conditions upon signing up 
and at each subsequent extension. The 
contract or terms and conditions must 
be easily accessible to workers, and the 
party employing the worker must be 
identified and subject to the laws of the 
jurisdiction in which the worker is based. 
In addition, workers engaged in long-term 
projects that exceed the probationary 
period must be offered the option to sign 
an employment contract lasting, at a 
minimum, the same length of time as the 
project. The second point (3.2) stipulates 
that the employer must provide secure 
employment. This includes the provision 
of permanent contracts to workers who 
have been employed for three years or 
more on short-term contracts. There was 
insufficient evidence for Fairwork to award 
Appen both points under this principle.

Appen provides workers with contracts 
written in clear and comprehensible 
language, which workers report they can 
understand. The contracts are widely 
available in paper and electronic form. 
Appen is listed as the employing party, 
and the contract complies with the Labor 
Code of the Philippines. However, there 
was insufficient evidence to demonstrate 
contractual security. Contract-related 
stress and anxiety were common among 
the workers surveyed and interviewed for 

this research. Employed on project-based 
contracts, which do not specify an end 
date but instead define the end of a project 
through a series of conditions, workers 
expressed concerns about sudden 
unemployment. As one noted: 

It is just rolling, and it’s like a surprise for us. 
If the customer withdraws the project, the 
company will just tell us [that] the project 
[has] already ended. We call it MTO […] 
Sometimes it just comes to mind; what if 
tomorrow the client withdraws the project, 
where will we go? There’s no assurance.

Specifically, evidence suggests that 
workers may be instructed not to report 
to work, and therefore not receive pay, 
if the client has no tasks for Appen on 
predetermined days or if the volume of 
available work decreases. This practice, 
known as Mandatory Time Off (MTO), 
refers to a situation in which a project ends, 
or the volume decreases, and workers 
are put on mandatory leave, waiting to 
be hired on a new project, without pay, 
benefits, or training opportunities. Appen 
management underlines that MTOs 
usually last no longer than a week and 
that the company endeavours to transfer 
workers to different projects when one 
ends, but this cannot be guaranteed 
due to the unavailability of additional 
projects. Worker evidence indicates that 
the decision-making process regarding 
transfers and the placement of workers 
on MTO is not transparent. One worker 
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who had experienced MTO described it as 
follows: 

It’s hard because we really don’t know if we 
will get hired for another project […] it is no 
work, no pay.

When a project is completed, all workers 
are placed on MTO. In cases where a 
project experiences a reduction in work 
volume, Appen moves only a portion of the 
project team to MTO, with others continuing 
to work on the project. According to 
management evidence, this practice 
provides workers with flexibility during 
periods of variable demand. However, it 
also leaves workers with little protection 

against fluctuations in workload. MTO, 
therefore, provides workers with no 
contractual security. It contradicts the 
possibility of workers being provided with 
the option to sign an employment contract 
lasting at a minimum the same length of 
time as the project.

Despite the risk of unemployment, nearly 
half of the workers surveyed for this 
research had been employed at Appen for 
three years or more. However, permanent 
contracts are not currently offered to 
these workers. Appen’s management 
emphasised in dialogue with Fairwork that 
this is a key near-term goal.

The first point of the fourth principle 
stipulates that workers must be treated 
fairly (4.1). Companies must take active 
steps to prevent unfair management 
practices such as bullying, harassment 
and discrimination. In addition, workers 
must have the right to appeal disciplinary 
measures and must not be disadvantaged 
when voicing concerns. The second 
point (4.2) is awarded if companies have 
clear and effective systems for data 
management, explanations and appeals. 
Appen has been awarded both points in 
this principle.

Appen has policies in place to prevent 
harassment and discrimination, as well 
as the ‘abuse of authority’ by managers, 
including coercion, maltreatment, and 
retaliatory acts against workers. These 
policies are communicated to workers 
through several channels, including a new 
hire orientation deck. The policies were 
generally regarded by workers as effective, 
and several interviewees described their 
managers as supportive. However, it was 
initially unclear how workers could raise 
concerns about managers should they 
experience issues. Appen subsequently 
provided evidence of an appeals 

mechanism through which workers may 
submit a formal letter of appeal within 
five working days of receiving a dismissal 
notice.

There is also an appeals process through 
which workers may contest quality audits 
and other task-related evaluations that 
influence their performance scores. This 
process is codified in both the company’s 
Code of Conduct and the new hire 
orientation deck.

As discussed above, workers are subject 
to a series of project-dependent KPIs. 
To facilitate performance monitoring, 
Appen uses technological tools to collect 
data on worker performance. When 
the assessment began, this included 
Time Doctor in certain projects – a SaaS 
tool that facilitates different forms of 
tracking, including screen-monitoring.24 
Appen provided evidence that the screen 
monitoring functionality in Time Doctor 
was switched off as of November 2024, 
except for workers engaged in explicit 
content moderation projects from home. 
As of March 2025, following conversation 
with Fairwork, Appen ceased to use Time 
Doctor.
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Workers were broadly aware of the data 
that was being collected about them, 
with workplace performance metrics 
communicated in employment contracts. 
Workers are also provided with a privacy 
notice, available on the Appen website, 
which outlines additional types of data 
collected, data processing practices and 
the length of data retention.

The privacy notice also stipulates that 
collected data will not be used to make 
automated decisions about workers, 
including those related to performance 
review or assessment. Initially, the privacy 
notice included the collection of worker 
data on trade union membership, which 
constitutes an excessive data collection 
practice. In conversation with Fairwork, 
Appen has removed this clause.

To receive the first point for this principle 
(5.1), companies must ensure that there 
is a documented mechanism for the 
expression of collective worker voice, 
along with a formal written statement of 
willingness to recognise and bargain with 
a collective, independent body of workers 
or trade union. This statement must be 
clearly communicated to all workers. In 
addition, freedom of association must 
not be inhibited, and workers must not 
be disadvantaged in communicating their 
concerns, wishes, and demands to the 
company management or in expressing 
willingness to form independent collective 
bodies of representation. To receive the 
second point (5.2), support for democratic 
governance must be evidenced through a 
cooperative model, a formally recognised 
union, or the ability for workers to 
undertake collective bargaining with the 
employer.

Appen’s Global Code of Conduct reflects 
the company’s commitment to upholding 
human rights, labour standards, and 
ethical practices in all areas of operation, 
including the supply chain.25￼  When the 
Fairwork assessment began, evidence was 
inconclusive as to how this commitment 
was operationalised in the Philippines.

During Fairwork’s site visit in November 

2024, management agreed to establish 
an Engagement Forum to facilitate the 
expression of worker voice. The forum 
offers a space for workers to share 
concerns and ideas and acts as a bridge 
to management. It meets monthly, with 
a separate meeting held between forum 
leaders and members of Appen’s on-site 
management team.

The forum is open to all non-managerial 
workers, who are regularly invited to attend 
through company memos. Participation is 
voluntary, with leaders elected annually by 
forum members. Management evidence 
confirmed that meetings are held during 
paid time and that participation does 
not affect workers’ performance scores. 
Information about the forum has been 
added to the new hire orientation deck, 
alongside the following statement: ‘The 
Company adheres to workers’ right to 
organise and bargain in accordance with the 
Labor Code.’ Overall, the forum represents 
a commendable mechanism that enables 
workers to have a stronger voice in 
shaping company policies and practices. 
For this reason, Appen has been awarded 
the first point. Fairwork encourages Appen 
to build on this foundation and strengthen 
democratic governance by engaging with 
unions to achieve the second point in 
future assessments.
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Workers’ Stories
Marites*, Female, 34
Marites has worked on and off at Appen for nearly six years. 
Her current role involves tagging items in thousands of images 
per day.

She earns ₱16,222 per month ($278), which is above the 
minimum wage but still insufficient to meet the rising cost of 
living. ‘It’s a little bit unfair for us, because the living expenses 
are going up,’ she noted. Bonuses are offered for hitting 
performance targets, but they are very hard to attain. ‘To hit 
our tool time,’ she explains, ‘we ask other annotators to hit 
our mouse just to go to the toilet.’ She finds the monitoring 
stressful. The job also takes a physical toll, and sitting for long 
hours has led to back pain and headaches. Despite being with 
Appen for years, Marites has never been offered a permanent 
contract. She does not know when her current contract 
will end or whether it will be renewed. In the past, she has 
received only one week’s notice before a project ended, and 
at times has been placed on mandatory time off (MTO) for 
months without pay.

Carlos*, Male, 37
Carlos is a long-time employee of Appen who currently works 
as an annotator. Like others, he has experienced mandatory 
time off. Like Marites, he earns ₱16,200 per month, a wage 
he describes as not good, particularly considering rising 
living costs and the demands of the job. Carlos describes 
his workload as high, with strict ‘tool time’ and stressful 
performance targets. Overtime is expected if he and his fellow 
workers fail to hit their tool time, even for reasons beyond 
their control, such as power cuts or internet issues. When 
Carlos had a family emergency to tend to, he was granted 
leave but still required to work on the weekend to make up 
the hours. A similar situation occurred when he fell ill. ‘We 
end up compensating for our own time off,’ he says. ‘There’s 
no real rest.’

Carlos describes favouritism among management and says 
that workers, in some projects, are reluctant to raise concerns 
for fear of retaliation. ‘There’s a fear of speaking up. I’ve seen 
people let go after they complained, and others who resigned 
because of how they were treated.’ Monitoring is also a source 
of stress. Managers regularly walk the floor to check if people 
are working. ‘A colleague was given a warning just for resting 
his eyes.’

* Names and personal details have been changed to protect the anonymity of workers.
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MOVING FORWARD

A Summary 
of Changes 
Implemented by 
Appen
During the assessment, Appen’s Philippine BPO management 
implemented the following 15 changes to their policies and 
practices:

•	Expanded the scope of the mental health support and therapy services contracted by Appen, to address the 
psychological impact of content moderation work. The services now include:

 Pre-employment psychological assessments for workers undertaking content moderation tasks. Since many 
workers were already employed at the time this change came into effect, these assessments have also been 
conducted during employment (April 2025)

 Triannual online mental health check-ins (individual consultations) for content moderators (June 2025) 

•	Established a Content Moderation Wellness Programme (starting November 2024). The programme includes: 

 Ten additional paid ‘reset’ leave days per year.

 One counselling session with a licensed psychologist, including a grace period of 2 weeks after a project ends.

 One required mental health seminar.

  Workplace adjustments, including requests to transfer projects for a temporary period.

 Technological tool enhancements to reduce exposure to harmful content, such as the blurring of images.

 ‘Trauma informed practices’, such as training of team leaders and the HR, by counselling services, to catch early 
signs of emotional distress.

•	Developed a standardisation document to guide recruiters and coordinators when explaining risks and obtaining 
informed consent from candidates or workers, during on-site assessments for explicit content moderation projects 
(April 2025). The document outlines procedures for discussing and securing consent via a waiver/consent form and 
aims to ensure that workers are fully informed about the sensitive nature of the work and the scope of the consent 
being requested.

Fair Conditions
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•	Updated the new hire orientation deck to include key information for new hires, covering the code of conduct, a 
zero-tolerance policy toward all forms of harassment, and workers’ rights to various freedoms, including freedom 
of association.

•	Updated the appeals mechanism, allowing workers to submit a formal letter of appeal in response to dismissals 
within five working days of the receipt of the dismissal notice.

•	Updated the appeals process to respond to quality audits and other task-related analyses shaping workers’ 
performance scores. This process is now codified in both the code of conduct and the new hire orientation deck.

•	Updated the Privacy Note to revise a paragraph that initially included the collection of worker data on trade union 
membership. The paragraph now reads: ‘During your employment with us, we will generally collect additional 
information about you to allow us to meet further legal obligations in areas such as equal opportunities monitoring. 
This may include details of gender, racial origin, and disability where required by law and upon your voluntary 
consent.’

•	Stopped monitoring remote workers using Time Doctor, as of March 2025.

•	Established an Engagement Forum in November 2024 to provide a structured space for employees to share concerns, 
ideas, and suggestions. The forum meets monthly, during paid working time, with follow-up meetings involving 
forum leaders, selected members, and management. Participation is voluntary and open to all non-managerial 
employees, with forum leaders elected annually. Meeting minutes are shared with relevant stakeholders, including 
management.

Fair Management

Fair Representation
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Fairwork AI Supply 
Chain Certification
Assessments of working conditions in AI supply chains reveal 
persistent, industry-wide challenges in achieving fair and 
secure employment. 
While individual company actions can lead to positive 
change, structural issues related to outsourcing, pay, 
and worker representation continue to shape outcomes. 
Sustained improvement depends on coordinated efforts 
to strengthen labour standards across entire supply 
chains.

To address these systemic issues, Fairwork has launched 
a certification scheme to encourage lead firms in supply 
chains to embed Fairwork standards into their supplier 
agreements and procurement policies. Its aim is to create 
accountability across the supply chain rather than relying 
on one-off reforms at the level of individual suppliers.

Why this matters
Ensuring decent work in AI supply chains is essential 
for building resilience, credibility, and long-term 
sustainability:

•	 Regulatory Preparedness: Proactively aligning with 
emerging labour laws and global standards helps 
mitigate legal and ethical risks before they affect 
compliance or reputation.

•	 Transparency & Trust: Demonstrating responsible 
labour practices builds credibility with customers, 
investors, and regulators, positioning companies as 
leaders in ethical AI.

•	 Resilient Workforce: Fair wages, job security, and 
decent working conditions help attract and retain 
skilled data workers, creating a stable and productive 
AI supply chain.

•	 Sustainable Commitment: Fairwork’s flexible, 
continuous-improvement model enables companies 
to embed lasting fair labour standards and ensure 
long-term accountability.

Evaluation Model
Fairwork’s structured four-phase evaluation model 
supports companies in identifying risks, implementing 
improvements, and embedding fair labour standards 
throughout their supply chains.

•	 Discovery & Risk Assessment: Mapping supply 
chains, reviewing contracts and codes of conduct, and 
conducting worker interviews and document reviews 
to identify risks.

•	 Action Planning: Prioritising risks by severity and 
impact, developing tailored remediation plans, and 
establishing clear metrics for tracking progress.

•	 Implementation & Training: Supporting companies 
and suppliers to deploy ethical sourcing and labour 
protection strategies and to embed due diligence 
practices in procurement.

•	 Monitoring & Reporting: Conducting follow-up audits 
1–2 years later to assess adherence to the Fairwork 
principles and the effectiveness of remediation, with 
outcomes transparently reported.

Fairwork offers both  audits  and  certification. Audits 
cover the first two phases and provide companies with 
a roadmap for improvement. Certification requires firms 
to go further by implementing reforms, undergoing 
follow-up audits, and demonstrating progress 
over time. Companies earn  the Fairwork Onboard 
certification during Discovery & Risk Assessment, while 
the Fairwork Endorsed certification recognises sustained 
improvements confirmed through follow-up audits.
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APPENDIX  

The Fairwork AI 
Principles
Table 2: Fairwork Scoring System

10

Principle 1:  
Fair Pay

Principle 2:  
Fair Conditions

Principle 3:  
Fair Contracts

Principle 4:  
Fair Management

Principle 5: Fair 
Representation

2

2

2

2

2

Maximum possible Fairwork Score

Pays at least the local 
minimum wage

Pays at least the local 
living wage

Assures freedom of 
association and expression 
of worker voice.

Ensures safe working 
conditions

Ensures paid leave and a 
safety net

Provides decent 
contracts

Provides secure 
employment

Treats workers fairly
Creates clear and effective 
systems for data management, 
explanations and appeals.

Supports democratic 
governance.

Principle First point Second point Total
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Principle 1: Fair Pay
1.1 – Pays at least the local minimum wage

To achieve this point, the employer takes appropriate 
steps to ensure ALL of the following:

•	 Workers, regardless of their employment status or 
contract type, must earn the local minimum wage26 
or the wage set by collective sectoral agreement 
(whichever is higher) for all hours worked.27 

•	 Workers, regardless of their employment status or 
contract type, are paid on time and in full.

1.2 – Pays at least the local living wage

Minimum wage can be insufficient to ensure workers and 
their dependents a basic but decent standard of living. The 
living wage exists to set the benchmark of what is required 
to enable this decent standard of living.28 

To achieve this point, the employer takes appropriate 
steps to ensure the following:

•	 Workers, regardless of their employment status or 
contract type, must earn at least the living wage, or the 
wage set by collective sectoral agreement (whichever 
is higher) for all hours worked.

Principle 2: Fair Conditions
2.1 – Ensures safe working conditions
Workers face several risks in the course of their work, 
including strain, exhaustion, and exposure to traumatic 
content. They have a right to protection from these risks.29 
Employers must show they are aware of task specific risks 
and take steps to mitigate them.

To achieve this point, the employer must satisfy ALL of the 
following:

•	 Implement policies and practices that protect workers’ 
safety from task specific risks. This should, at a 
minimum, account for well-evidenced risks such as:

•	 High job strain, which can lead to a range of negative 
health impacts including cardiovascular disease and 
mental health disorders.

•	 Secondary traumatic stress, which can be associated 
with repeated exposure to traumatic content.

•	 Muscular skeletal  injuries, which may emerge as a 
result of unsuitable equipment, excessive workload or 
perverse incentivisation in physical jobs.

•	 Risks related to a specific job are flagged to workers 
before they accept the job (such as indicating that they 
might be exposed to violent content).

•	 The employer places a maximum limit on standard 
working time that meets either the applicable national 
regulation or, in cases where there is no applicable 
national regulation, the ILO standard of 40 hours a 
week.30 

•	 Workers are entitled to take breaks during working time 
that is defined under the applicable national regulation, 
or in cases where there is no applicable national 
regulation, is equivalent to a minimum of one hour for 
every eight hours worked.

•	 If the work arrangements require workers to work in 
shifts, workers are given the option to choose their 
shifts, and reasonable accommodations are made for 
workers with additional needs due to health, safety 
and other personal reasons (such as pregnancy, care 
requirements, disability and other health conditions).

2.2 – Ensures paid leave and a safety net
Workers are vulnerable to the possibility of losing 
their income as the result of unexpected or external 
circumstances, such as sickness or injury. Most countries 
provide a social safety net to ensure workers don’t 
experience sudden poverty due to circumstances outside 
their control. However, not all workers might qualify for 
the social safety protections due to their own personal 
circumstances (e.g. visa status, residency status). In 
recognition of the fact that most workers are dependent on 
income they earn from the work, employers must ensure 
that workers are compensated for loss of income due to 
inability to work. In addition, employers must minimise 
the risk of sickness and injury.

To achieve this point, the employer must ensure ALL of the 
following:

•	 Workers have access to paid time-off (such as 
bereavement, parental, sick and annual leave.)

•	 Where core medical treatment is not provided by a 
public system, such as a national healthcare scheme, 
the employer makes a meaningful provision to the 
health care costs of its workers.

Principle 3: Fair Contracts
3.1 – Provides decent contracts
Employment on temporary contracts can have significant 
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negative effects on job satisfaction, well-being and 
health. Short-term contracts, such as those lasting one 
to three months or with no guaranteed working hours, 
place workers in precarious positions and are likely to 
exacerbate these negative effects.

To achieve this point, the employer must meet ALL of the 
following:

•	 Workers must sign a contract and/or give informed 
consent to terms of conditions upon signing up, and for 
each subsequent contract extension.

•	 The contract or terms and conditions is presented 
in full, in clear and comprehensible language that all 
workers could be expected to understand.

•	 The contract or terms and conditions are easily 
accessible to workers in paper and/or electronic form. 
If these conditions differ for different contract types, 
reasonable steps are taken to inform workers about the 
differences in contract types.

•	 The party employing the worker must be identified in 
the contract or terms and conditions, and be subject to 
the law of the place in which the worker works.

•	 Workers working on long-term projects that exceed the 
probation time are provided with the option to sign an 
employment contract lasting at a minimum the same 
length of time as the project.

•	 The contracts or terms and conditions do not include 
clauses that revert prevailing legal frameworks in the 
countries where workers work.

3.2 – Provides secure employment

Whilst fixed-term employment may be suitable for 
some workers’ circumstances, secure employment is a 
fundamental improvement of working conditions for many 
others.

To achieve this point, the employer must meet ALL of the 
following:

•	 Workers with three years or more of consistent short-
term employment should be provided with the option 
to move onto permanent contracts if they so desire.

•	 The employer should make reasonable adjustments 
in wages and conditions between both: fixed-term 
and permanent employees and outsourced workers; 
and any outsourced or indirectly employed workers 

and directly employed workers. Workers who 
are outsourced or indirectly employed should be 
compensated for additional costs incurred, including 
visa/work permits and their extensions, insurance, 
pensions, and other social security premiums.

•	 In cases of justified redundancy or contract non-
renewal, the employer should provide workers with 
severance allowance commensurate with tenure at 
the company and retraining opportunities. In cases 
where the redundancies are being made because 
reasons of an economic, technological, structural or 
similar nature, workers or their representatives are 
consulted, and steps are taken to minimise the resulting 
redundancies.31 

•	 If desired, workers should be able to invite worker 
representatives to their end of contract meetings with 
the relevant HR departments.

•	 In the case of subcontracting arrangements, where part 
or all of the work is subcontracted to other companies, 
management implements a reliable mechanism to 
monitor and ensure that the subcontractor is living 
up to the standards expected from the company itself 
regarding working conditions.

Principle 4: Fair Management
4.1 – Treats workers fairly
The employment relation is an unequal one, with managers 
being afforded significant legal and economic sources of 
power not available to most workers. The interests of these 
two groups may diverge, leading to sometimes opposed 
immediate interests in the workplace. This dynamic can 
lead to unfair management practices.

To achieve this point, the employer must meet ALL of the 
following:

•	 Management should refrain from deploying any form 
of depersonalised bullying or mobbing that aims to 
ensure that organisational goals are met.32 

•	 There is a policy in place which guarantees that any form 
of harassment in the workplace will not be tolerated.

•	 There is a policy in place which guarantees that the 
employer will not discriminate against persons on the 
grounds of racial, ethnic, social or minority background, 
caste, religion or belief, political or any other opinion, 
language, gender, gender identity, sex, sexual 
orientation, disability, age, geographical location, or 
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any other status.

•	 Workers should have the right to appeal dismissals and 
other disciplinary measures.

•	 Workers are not disadvantaged for voicing concerns or 
appealing disciplinary actions.

4.2 – Creates clear and effective systems for 
data management, explanations and appeals 
Contemporary workplaces are increasingly 
defined by data.
The use of AI systems and automated management 
processes exacerbates both the incentives for employers 
to gather data from the work process, and diminishes 
the importance of workers’ existing rights to receive 
explanations, appeal decisions, and access/own their 
data.

To achieve this point, the employer must meet ALL of the 
following:

•	 Where AI systems are involved in work, employers must 
create explainability mechanisms such as transparency 
reports or question and answer processes that allow 
workers to understand both the model behaviour of the 
system as a whole and specific decisions.33 

•	 Workers must be able to appeal decisions made by 
AI systems through a multi-stakeholder process that 
reflects collective worker voice, and successful appeals 
to lead not only that specific decision being revised but 
also wider revisions of decision-making. 34

•	 Management avoids excessive surveillance in the 
workplace, and avoids use of invasive technologies.

•	 Workers must not be subject to excessive data collection 
practices and should be informed about the data that is 
being collected about them. Employers must apply the 
principle of data minimisation (collecting the minimum 
amount of personal data required to fulfil a legitimate 
purpose) in their collection processes.

Principle 5: Fair Representation
5.1 – Assures freedom of association and 
expression of worker voice.

Freedom of association is a fundamental right for 
all workers, and enshrined in the constitution of the 
International Labour Organisation, and the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights. The right for workers 
to organise, collectively express their wishes – and 
importantly – be listened to, is an important prerequisite 
for fair working conditions.

To achieve this point, the employer must satisfy ALL of the 
following:

•	 There is a documented mechanism for the expression 
of collective worker voice that allows ALL workers, 
regardless of contract type or duration to participate in 
collective groups without risks.35 

•	 There is a formal, written statement of willingness to 
recognise, and bargain with, a collective, independent 
body of workers or trade union, that is clearly 
communicated to all workers, and available on the 
company webpage.36 

•	 Freedom of association is not inhibited, and workers 
are not disadvantaged in any way for communicating 
their concerns, wishes and demands to the company 
management, or expressing willingness to form 
independent collective bodies of representation.

5.2 – Supports democratic governance.
To realise fair representation, workers must have a say 
in the conditions of their work. This could be through a 
democratically governed cooperative model, a formally 
recognised union, or the ability to undertake collective 
bargaining with the employer.

To achieve this point, the employers must satisfy at least 
ONE of the following:

•	 Workers play a meaningful role in governing the 
company.

•	 In a written document which is made available, 
the company publicly and formally recognises an 
independent collective body of workers, an elected 
works council, or trade union, and takes meaningful 
steps towards signing a collective bargaining agreement. 
This recognition is not exclusive and, when the legal 
framework allows, the company should recognise any 
significant collective body seeking representation.37 
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all hours worked. Underpayment (also known as ’wage theft’) is a pervasive 
problem, with evidence suggesting that huge sums of value go unpaid due to 
unpaid overtime, and incomplete/inaccurate wage payments.

28.	 Where a living wage does not exist, Fairwork will use the Global Living 
Wage Coalition’s Anker Methodology to estimate one.

29.	 The ILO recognises health and safety at work as a fundamental right. 
Where the company directly engages the worker, the starting point is the 
ILO’s Occupational Safety and Health Convention, 1981 (C155). This stipu-
lates that employers shall be required “so far as is reasonably practicable, 
the workplaces, machinery, equipment and processes under their control 
are safe and without risk to health”, and that “where necessary, adequate 
protective clothing and protective equipment [should be provided] to pre-
vent, so far as is reasonably practicable, risk of accidents or of adverse ef-
fects on health.”

30.	 As endorsed by the ILO’s Forty-Hour Week Convention, 1935 (No.47) 
and the Reduction of Hours of Work Recommendation, 1962 (No.116)

31.	 The ILO Termination of Employment Convention, 1982 (No. 158) de-
fines worker representative consultation as sufficient when the employer 
provides “the workers’ representatives concerned in good time with rele-
vant information including the reasons for the terminations contemplated, 
the number and categories of workers likely to be affected and the period 
over which the terminations are intended to be carried out” and gives “in ac-
cordance with national law and practice, the workers’ representatives con-
cerned, as early as possible, an opportunity for consultation on measures to 
be taken to avert or to minimise the terminations and measures to mitigate 
the adverse effects of any terminations on the workers concerned such as 
finding alternative employment.”

32.	 Depersonalized bullying is a form of workplace mistreatment where 
employees are unfairly treated not because of who they are, but because of 

the organization’s system or structure, constitutes a situation where harmful 
behaviour, like intimidation or aggression, are applied impersonally across 
the workforce by supervisors or managers in the name of achieving company 
goals.

33.	 Workers have a right to understand how the use of AI impacts their work 
and working conditions. Organisations must respect this right and provide 
detailed, understandable resources to allow workers to exercise it.

34.	 The automation of decision making can lead to reductions in account-
ability and fairness. But building in human oversight into a decision-making 
loop does not solve this problem. Instead, the subjects of those decisions 
need to be empowered to challenge them, and a renewed emphasis should 
be placed on the liability of those stakeholders who direct the development 
and deployment of AI systems in the workplace.

35.	 A mechanism for the expression of collective worker voice will allow 
workers to participate in the setting of agendas to be able to table issues 
that most concern them. This mechanism can be in physical or virtual form 
(e.g. online meetings) and should involve meaningful interaction (e.g. not 
surveys). It should also allow for ALL workers to participate in regular meet-
ings with the management.

36.	 For example, “[the company] will support any effort by its workers to 
collectively organise or form a trade union. Collective bargaining through 
trade unions can often bring about more favourable working conditions.”

37.	 If workers choose to seek representation from an independent collec-
tive body of workers or union that is not readily recognized by the company, 
the company should then be open to adopt multiple channels of representa-
tion, when the legal framework allows, or seek ways to implement workers’ 
queries to its communication with the existing representative body.
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