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Introduction

For more than three vyears,
Humans in the Loop has used
the Al annotation market to
create livelihoods opportunities
for conflict-affected people and
communities. By  providing
services to such an exciting and
dynamic industry, we support
refugees, migrants, internally
displaced persons and those
living in conflict areas through
upskiling and digital work
programs.

In a world where remote-first
and gig economy jobs are
becoming the new normal, HITL
is working hard to help drive
self-relionce and freelance
practices among  conflict-
affected communities and to
reduce their reliance on
humanitarian aid.
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Social impact is at the heart of
what we do and we measure
the success of our entire
organization using impact-
related metrics. As part of our
monitoring and  evaluation
efforts, we are publishing our
second impact report which
includes the results of our
annual impact assessment, in
addition to data that we gather
on a quarterly basis..

The results are clear: despite the
challenges that 2020 posed for
communities around the world,
we have managed to scale our
impact by providing work and
training to more than 400
people. We succeeded in
maintaining our padrtnerships
and starting new ones with local
NGOs in different locations, we
expanded our workforce and
community and launched a
new phase of our training
program in English and IT skills.

The purpose of this report is to
highlight these milestones and
the success stories of our
workers and  trainees. In
addition, it is part of our efforts
towards ensuring transparency
and accountability to all of our
stakeholders, and a way to
pinpoint areas of improvement
and future work.



2020 at a glance

Although 2020 was a
challenging year for everyone
due to the COVID-19 pandemic,
for Humans in the Loop it was a
year of constant adaptation
and rapid progress.

The year started with us moving
to our new office in Sofia and
investing heavily in our sales
and marketing efforts by
launching a new website and
branding. We established
partnerships with 10 of the
leading annotation platforms
and tools and structured our
internal operations and delivery
process.

We continued working closely
with our two NGO partners:
WorkWell in Irag and Roia in
Syria and Turkey, and together
with Roia we Ilaunched our
professional medical labeling
team composed of displaced
Syrian doctors.

In Mid-2020, we expanded our
team by hiring our Chief Impact
Officer Zoe, who also revived our
charitable foundation which
was renamed ds Humans in the
Loop Foundation. In order to
scale our impact, we worked on
designing new career
progression models for our
workforce.

Later in the year, we became an
MIT SOLVE winner with $50k+ in

funding and two prizes: the
Gulbenkian award for adult
literacy and the Andan prize for
innovation in refugee inclusion.

In the fall of 2020, we started our
HITL Stars training program for
career development with the
support of the Bulgarian Fund
for women. Our team expanded
by hiring our Project Supervisor
trainee Yalda, and two trainers:
Jack and Ivan.

The year ended with us doing a
pilot Train the Trainer program
in Colombia in partnership with
our peer organization DignifAl.
We closed the year having more
than 400 people on our worker
roster across 4 countries, going
above and beyond our goal for
the year!



Employment

Remote work for conflict-affected individuals
in the pandemic context

The COVID-19 pandemic quickly spread across the world in the
beginning of 2020 and changed the lives of many of us completely.
But the fact that our work can be done remotely made Humans in
the Loop’s model resilient during lockdown restrictions. Ever since
2019 our workers had been working remotely so they were equipped
with the necessary skills to work online from the safety of their
homes.

Our remote work model gives
annotators the opportunity
to work part-time and on a
freelance basis.

Furthermore, we are
committed that all
annotators are paid above
the minimum hourly wage in
their respective country.
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Worker profile

There was a considerable increase
in the number of active annotators
working and income earned in our
projects during 2020.

All of our beneficiaries come from |
conflict-affected communities: in
Bulgaria and Turkey, these are
mostly refugees and migrants,
while in Syria and Iraq they include
internally displaced people and
vulnerable locals.

The average age of our workers in Bulgaria is 33.09, in Iraq is 26.8,
while in Syria and Turkey is 25.8.
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Case study: Ali

Ali, a 25 years old Iraqgi from
Mosul, got accepted into o
medical engineering degree in
2013, a year before ISIS invaded
the city. Medical engineering is a
field that Ali desired to pursue
and become an engineer.

However, when ISIS invaded
Mosul, that put thousands of
lives in danger. Ali and his family
could not find a solution other
than to flee for their lives and live
in a camp for internally
displaced persons for a year
before their house was
completely destroyed.

The living conditions in the camp
affected Ali  mentally and
financially and forced him to quit
his studies that he was so
passionate about. In order to
make a living and survive the
struggles his family was facing,
he started working as a laborer
in construction along with his
father.

Despite all of the difficulties and
harsh living conditions, Ali
changed his major and started
over, ending up eadrning d
diploma in medicine.
Furthermore, he started working
in a pharmacy as a delivery
person.

Meanwhile, Ali Joined Preemptive
Love’s WorkWell program where
he started working as a
microwork annotator. He
participated in many projects
provided by HITL, such as car
damage annotation for
insurance, wheat head detection
for agriculture and other projects
for dataset labeling.  His
performance was among the
top in his cohort. Ali's earnings
from these Al projects helped

him to support his family
financially.
Thanks to the skills and

experience gained from being a
microworker, Ali was promoted in
his current company and is now
working in a back office position.
He hopes to open up his own
business with the goal of
providing academic assistance
to college students.



Women inclusion and
empowerment

We ensure that women at HITL
enjoy equal opportunities as
per our gender inclusion plan.
One example is our policy that
a minimum of 50% of all
participants in our training,
upskiling and employment
opportunities are women.

Our work provides a safer
alternative for women working
in conflict-affected regions. In
addition, the flexible nature of
our work helps women with
children to maintain a
balanced lifestyle that ensures
their livelihood and the ability to
contribute to the family finances. As we ensure a minimum of 50%
female participation in Bulgaria, we also work with our partner NGOs
outside Bulgaria to do the same.

63.4%

In Bulgaria Inlraq

Female Workforce

In Syria In Turkey
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Medical annotation

team

In 2020, together with the Roia
Foundation, we launched our first
professional medical annotation
team. Through our conversations

with clients, we recognized the

need on the Al market for
specialized medical annotation
services at a scale.

Be it for robot-assisted surgery,
smart radiology, or intelligent
predictions in dentistry, there is a
considerable need for high-
quality annotations.
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performed by expert medical
staff. On the other hand, we
identified that many Syrian
doctors who are displaced in
Turkey are unable to practice
their jobs until they complete an
accreditation process which can
be quite lengthy.

In this time, they are able to put
their skills into practice by
helping to build advanced
medical Al solutions through their
annotations.

In 2020, Humans in the Loop provided projects to a total of 26

annotators, ranging from

colonoscopy polyp annotation

ultrasound video

labeling to



Case study: Yalda

Yalda is a 17 years old female
who was born in Lahijan, Iran. She
and her family moved to Bulgaria
three years ago seeking better
opportunities. Yalda enrolled in
high school in Sofia which she
graduated from a year early and
her current goal is to study
Computer Science and
Engineering at university.

She first learned about HITL in
October of 2020 when her mother
was invited to HITL's anniversary
event. There Yalda met the core
team and found out about the
HITL Stars courses so she decided
to sign up to participate. After 2
months of English and IT classes
she had her first experience with
annotation projects and she
really loved it. In one of her first
projects, Yalda stood out and
proved her skills by fixing the
errors of an entire batch of
images in just one day. After that
she applied for the position of
Project Coordinator Trainee for 6
months and got accepted.

The thing Yalda likes most about
annotation projects is that every
project is so different from the
others: from the clients to the
time zones, everything is so
diverse. She mentions that the
decision to work with HITL was an
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investment for her career and
she’'s really grateful for that.
Financially, it was a really tough
time for her so having a job and
earning money secured her life in
Bulgaria. Yalda says that she
might have had to go back to
Iran if it wasn't for HITL, so it was
amazing to have this opportunity.

As 2020 was the year the
pandemic started, Yalda had the
chance to work from home. She
shares that the advantages of
that are the flexibility of the
working hours and the ability to
multitask while working. These
are also the main reasons she
thinks annotation work is an ideal
opportunity for refugees and
migrants.



Annotation training

Training and upskilling is
central to the mission of
Humans in the Loop so that
our annotators are enabled
to continue their professional
development beyond their
work with us. We provide both
work-related training for our
annotation projects, as well
as courses on other
transferable skills.

S

For every project that we implement, Humans in the Loop
provides dedicated annotation training - both in Bulgaria, as
well as in our local partner NGOs across the Middle East. The

training is specialised and practical, tailored to the type of
project that the graduates will work on.

17 13 4
Trainings Trainings in Syria Trainings
in Bulgaria and Turkey inlraq

Average Satisfaction for

Average Satisfaction for
. . the
the training provided

during the project

support and
supervision received



HITL Stars

During the last quarter of 2020,
Humans in the Loop received a
grant from the Bulgarian Fund
for Women to launch the HITL
Stars program, providing English
longuage and IT lessons for
conflict-affected women
residing in Bulgaria.

Language skills have a direct
effect on the quality of life of
displaced communities in their
new homes. Without them, it is
very difficult for such
communities to integrate in the
receiving country or anywhere
else outside their country of
origin.

While the English lessons helped
students introduce and express
themselves better verbally and

4/5

Average rating

agreed that the skills
they learned will be
useful in the future
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By emails and letters, the IT
lessons helped them use
computer software, especially
work-related apps and
programs such as Slack and
Microsoft and Google tools.

first cohort of HITL Stars started

in October and ended in
December 2020. Due to the
pandemic situation and

lockdowns, our training had to
be changed to virtual lessons
instead of conducting them in
our Sofia office. The course also
included an individual career
counselling session for each
trainee. 11 students enrolled, with
8 successfully graduating. All
students agreed that they would
recommend the courses to
friends.
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said they now have
a better idea of their
career plans and
how to achieve
them



Sharing our model

DignifAl Colombia

In October 2020, HITL supported DignifAl’s pilot in Cucuta. HITL did a
Training of trainers and provided several hands-on annotation
projects. As a result, DignifAl's trainees, including ten women, one
man and one LGBTQ person, built up their expertise while also
receiving general upskilling and social integration training between
the Venezuelan and Colombian participants. The projects were
performed by Kili Technology's platform and included 3 image
annotation projects and 1 NLP sentiment analysis project performed
jointly with the State University of Pennsylvania.

Jamba Austria

In July 2020, Humans in the Loop joined forces with Jamba - an NGO
which operates in Austria, Hungary, and Bulgaria, with the goal to
ensure equal access to education and employment for everyone.
After a ToT session, Jamba's team trained a group of 13 people with
diverse abilities from Austria, Bulgaria and Turkey in skills such as
image annotation using Supervise.ly. All sessions came with sign
language translation provided pro bono by Overseas Interpreting.
The trainees worked on a practical project for developing an
autonomous driving dataset for detecting people with disabilities on
street scenes.
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Case study:
Mohammad

Mohammad is a 24 years old
male originally from Homs, Syria.
Mohammad  was internally
displaced in Syria because of
the war and he had to move to
the northern part of Aleppo.
Currently, he is pursuing a BA

degree in Information
Engineering at the local
university.

Mohammad heard from a friend
about HITL's projects that are
offered  through the Roia
Foundation in Syria. He took the
decision to join the program
because as a student he had
some free time to take on such
an opportunity, and he also
needed to secure an income so
that he could support himself
while at college.
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Today, after working on
annotation projects for more
than a year, Mohammad shares
that his favorite part is the
flexibility of working hours and
the fact that he can balance his
college life and work at the
same time.

Thanks to his high performance
and results, Mohammad was
appointed as a supervisor for
some of the projects that he
worked on and he was
responsible for managing and
overseeing the work of his team.
He highlights this experience as
a key skill which will prove useful
for his future career in
Information Engineering.

Mohammad believes that the
projects provided by HITL are a
new opportunity for
conflict-affected communities
because participating in them
does not require a capital but
rather commitment. He adds
that it is not only the financial
compensation that he receives
which keeps him going but
rather the skills and experience
he is gaining for free during the
training which bring a great
value for him and his future
career.



Impact Assessment

As part of assessing the work that HITL has done over 2020, we
wanted to hear directly from our people about their experience with
the enterprise. So, we undertook a Social Impact Assessment.

Methodology

HITL's social impact team carried out a total of 18 in-depth interviews
with our beneficiaries from 2020 in Bulgaria, Syrig, Irag, and Turkey.
We randomly interviewed five people from each location except for
Turkey where we interviewed 3 due to the lower number of
annotators in the country.

The interviewees included 12 females and 6 males, with an average
age of 26. 11 of the interviews were conducted in Arabic and 7 in
English. 5 interviews with Workwell, our partner in Iraq, were
supervised by a member of their staff.

Our beneficiaries in
different locations have
different ethnic back-
grounds and they come
from different countries. 9
of the 18 interviewees said
they were forced to leave
their home country/city
because of being directly
affected by war, while
others were daffected by
the social and economic
implications of the war.

13



Advantages

An attractive opportunity and a first job for
many

of our beneficiaries in 2020 have never worked before
joining HITL training and employment programs.

average satisfaction rate regarding work on projects

average satisfaction with the team’s communication
levels

Annotators pointed out

e The flexibility of working
hours and the fact that
they could work from
home.

e The possibilities to
upskill and maximize
their chances in the
digital labor market.

e The high levels of support from the team and
supervisors at HITL and its local partners.

e That they are able to develop and enhance their skills prior to
starting work as well as while working.
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Advantages

Moving away from humanitarian aid
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This is a positive sign for us
because one of our goals is to
help conflict-affected people
become less dependent on

of the interviewees said they do not receive any
additional financial assistance.

humanitarion aid, to become
more self-reliant and have the
ability to at least cover their own
needs.

Flexible working and the COVID-19 pandemic

Flexible working is one of the
main reasons why annotators
join our programs. For example,
the college students who were
interviewed joined because they
needed an extra income, and
the fact that they could fit the

89%

flexible working hours within
their schedule without affecting
their academic path. Those
identifying as mothers pointed
out being able to spend time
with children while working at
home as a main advantage.

of the interviewees agreed that working from home is
an advantage by itself during the pandemic

agreed about the flexibility of working hours

agreed on being able to multitask (such as taking
care of children while working from home)



Advantages

Upskilling, training, and career development

The lowest level of education of
the interviewees was a high
school degree. Most of those
interviewed were either students
currently enrolled in college or
BA graduates in various fields.

(83%

of our beneficiaries in
2020 believe that the
skills and experience

they are gaining

annotation projects will
help them in pursuing
their future career.

Most common skills
acquired

R

Students in the IT sector believed
that the practical experience in
new IT  applications and
platforms, machine learning,
and Al are the most useful for
them and their

English
language
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The most popular degree
subjects among the interviewed

beneficiaries were English
Literature, Media and
Communications, and

Information Engineering.

in
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Skills

career development, while
others believed soft skills like
supervision and management,
leadership, and digital
communication, are all skills
they feel more confident with
after working on our projects.



Advantages

Online work: a new opportunity for
conflict-affected communities

of the interviewees said that online work is a new
opportunity for conflict-affected communities.
Reasons for this included:

e Online work being safer than having to go to work in person in
conflict-affected countries

e Online opportunities can solve many obstacles for these
communities such as having to go through the bureaucracy of
issuing a work permit.

e Online jobs do not need initial capital and they are relatively
easy to get started with if you have enough digital skills.

e Opportunities to work in their native languages such as Arabic,
even if they are located in a country which speaks a different
language.

e Sources of income are limited in conflict-affected regions.

Many of our workers
join our programs
through word of mouth

Have referred or
890/ recommmended a

o . .
friend or family
member to work
with HITL




Challenges faced

Most annotators interviewed said that they did not face issues
working on HITL projects. However, some issues were raised, which
will guide us in improving our programs, including:

Difficulty in finding jobs

of the interviewees
it
challenging to find
a job in the country

had found

72%

they reside in.

Annotators in Bulgaria think
discrimination and family
related issues when looking for a
job. In Syria, three interviewees
out of five said that
discrimination is the main
challenge in finding a job. While
in Iraq, our annotators believe

Connectivity issues

In  Syria and Irag, some
annotators had Internet and
electricity issues, which came as
a result of the deteriorating
social and economic conditions
as a result of the ongoing war.
This can make working to client
deadlines particularly

18

that they are lacking language
skills (living in Kurdish Irag as an
Arabic speaker or vice versa).
Some also shared that the
digital skills they acquire with us
are not transferable into the
local context as there are few
IT-related jobs available locally
in Iraq.

challenging in these contexts,
and this is taken into account
when scoping work. Our NGO
partners usually offer shared
working and training spaces
with their own generators but
due to the pandemic these were
not accessible at all times.



Challenges faced

Money transfer

In Turkey and Irag, the most
common challenge faced by
our annotators is with the late
payments and money transfer.
The fact that some annotators in
Irag and Turkey are located in
remote regions and are not able
to collect the money in person
at the end of each project is the
main reason behind this issue.

Short deadlines

Our annotators in Bulgaria faced a common challenge with short
deadlines, working till late and not having enough sleep. This can
be explained by the fact that our workforce in Bulgaria is
considerably small, and thus each annotator receives more work
than the average annotator in other countries.

Changing client demands

Interviewees complained about
the fact that clients have the
right to change their demands
even after projects have started.
We take this complaint seriously
because it usually results in our
annotators having to repeat
parts of or all the work they have
already done on that project.
Annotators said this negatively
affects them and their
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motivation to work as it usually
results in them being upset and
tired. As a result of this feedback,
Humans in the Loop is
developing a new policy and
procedure which means that
when clients change the scope
of work, annotators will receive
financial compensation for any
additional work that is required
as a result.



Way forward

HITL plans to maintain and
expand its reach and impact in
2021. Our goal is to reach 500
conflict-affected people and to
provide them with meaningful
earnings per project and more
long-term engagements. We
are planning pilots in Portugal as
well as 2 new countries in the
Middle East region and are
excited about sharing our
model.

We are focusing heavily on
promoting responsible Al
practices and building up the
awareness among our
annotators of the important role
that they hold in the Machine
Learning lifecycle. This will mean
that the role of a professional
“human in the loop” becomes
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more respected in the Al
industry and annotators are
able to take pride in their
valuable contribution, including
for mitigating harmful biases in
datasets and Al models.

Alongside this, we have plans to
build on the success of our
training programs in 2020, by
continuing our successful HITL
stars program and building a
training platform where our
content can be accessed in the
form of educational videos,
quizzes, and practical exams.
And not only to build up the
annotation skills of our workforce
but to also increase their

chances of finding other work
online and becoming micro
freelancers.
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