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Context and Task State in Microtasks

One key challenge in decomposing a problem into
microtasks is providing sufficient context for each
microtask. Some of this context is knowledge in the
worker’s head, which must be written down for the
benefit of other workers. This is sometimes an
advantage: micro-outsourcing [12] has noted that, at
least in software development, the need to write the
context down for microtask workers could make the
code more maintainable in the long run. Sometimes
it’s even good to lose this mental context; selfsourcing

[14] and the crowd within [15] suggest that doing a
microtask repeatedly with different contexts can give
better results.

Another kind of context is the set of tools needed to do
the job, and the arrangement of the workspace. The
usual crowdsourcing approach to tool context is a
custom-built user interface for each kind of microtask,
which is costly for one-off workflows. Another
approach is an integrated environment that contains all
the possible tools, regardless of the particular
microtask to be done; examples include Mobi [11] for
travel planning, Collabode [4] for software
development, and Legion [13] for general-purpose Ul
manipulation.

A third kind of context is the overall state of the work -
tasks that have already been done and work that
remains to be done, in the form of plans, todo items,
and outlines.

In general, we can't overlook the cost of saving and
restoring context: writing and reading instructions,
recalling the intent of a selfsourced task; collecting the
tools you need and navigating to the right places in
websites, documents, or code. We need to explore task
decompositions and design patterns that minimize the
cost of context.
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