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REPORTING

Mopping the floor, putting away the cutlery, assembling a
chair... In India, these are the unsung heroes who train the
future Al robots.

In a grocery store, an apartment, or even an open-plan office... Indian
companies are assisting American artificial intelligence by filming humans
performing everyday tasks. It's a booming market in a country with an

abundant and inexpensive workforce.
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Ayoungwoman films herself puttingaway medications at the Cogito Tech company premises in Noida, near New Delhi. (Photo
Clément Perruche/Les Echos)
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Located inthe basement, the open-plan office hasbeen emptied of its employees and

computers. Only themeetingrooms remain occupied, transformed into studioslitby
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powerful LED lamps.Ineachroom, young employeesrehearse arather strange choreography

with slow movements.

Mukul, 26, with a camera strapped to his forehead, uses pliers to arrange hammers and
screwdrivers on atoolboard. "When you do this for four hours straight, it can be tiring," the
young man sayswith asmile, gesturing with his chintowards the two other 360-degree

cameras he wears on his wrists.

Inan adjacentroom, one of his colleagues, equipped with the same miniature cameras, is
carryinga chair.Onthe otherside of the partition,ayoungwomanis putting away

medication in complete silence.

Replicate manual tasks

The videos taken in this building in Noida, the industrial city on the outskirts of New
Delhi, will be used to train so-called "physical” artificial intelligence (Al) models to
replicate these manual tasks. "The sectorisbooming. We provide companies alllocated on
the West Coast of the United States with the datatheyneed,” Rohit Agrawal, co-founder of
Cogito Tech, told Les Echos.

This company of 3,000 employees previously specialized in data annotation, anactivity that
Alplayers, including OpenAl, have largely outsourced to India. However, Cogito has diversified

bylaunchinganewrange of serviceslast Septemberto meetthe needs of physical Al

READ ALSO:

e OPINION - The robotization of life

* OPINION - "With Al, we are entering a new form of servitude: the tyranny of

laziness"

The sectorisbooming. Generative Al models, such as ChatGPT or Claude, are trained using

massive digital databases (images, videos, texts, audio) mostly retrieved from the internet,
which allow them to communicate with users. Physical Al, on the other hand, enables
robotstounderstand and interactwith the real world, particularly with vision-language-
action (VLA) models,which combine a detailed understanding ofthe environment and

movements in space.
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The cost of labor

“Robots are already part of our daily lives, but for now they are confined to very specific and
repetitive tasks. Immense progress has been made with physical Al, which requires large

amounts of data collected inthereal world,” continues Rohit Agrawal.

“Chinaisveryadvancedinthissector. Butfor obviousreasons, American companies can’t
outsource this work there. India is therefore the perfect place to train Al. Especially because
ofthe costoflabor,” he continues. It's hard to beat the Indians on this front: their employees

are paid around 250 euros a month.

Atthe Cogito Tech company premises, May 27, in Noida. (Photo Clément Perruche/Les Echos)

In this still-nascent sector, "everyone is feeling their way," the entrepreneur confides. For
several months now, to meet the demands of Silicon Valley, his company's premises have
beentransformedintoasilentfilmset.Inaslightly dystopian atmosphere, scenes of daily
life are simulated: tidying the kitchen, preparing children's school bags, folding laundry. In
total, 800 differenttasksare "acted out" and filmed.

Cogito's offices—the real ones—are used to train the robots that will one day serve white-
collarworkersin developed countries. "They'll make coffee, clean toilets," predicts the

entrepreneur, "butnot foranotherfive ortenyears."
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VIDEO - The impossible calculation of the cost of Al.

Household chores

Advancesinrobotics and Al hold the promise of a future where robots will perform
household chores. Until that future becomes areality, we must teach robots to carry out these
tasks.

Cogitorents apartments on Airbnb in the Indian capital and sends its employees to clean the
kitchen, mop the floors, water the plants, and so on. Everythingis filmed in HD, 4K, or 3D,
usingiPhones or GoPros, depending on the needs. The videos are then annotated—each
actionis described in writing—before being sent to the clients. They are billed between

$10and $20 perhour, depending on the complexity of the tasks.

READ ALSO:

o At the New Delhi summit, India wants to showcase a third way in Al

¢ OPINION - To be useful to us, AI must not think for us.

American companies also require that certain data be collected "into the wild," thatis, in

real-world conditions, to reflect reality as closely as possible. Cogito's engineers then set

https://www.lesechos.fr/tech-medias/intelligence-artificielle/passer-la-serpilliere-ranger-les-couverts-monter-une-chaise-en-inde-ces-travailleurs-de-lombre-qui-e. ... 4/7


https://www.lesechos.fr/tech-medias/intelligence-artificielle/passer-la-serpilliere-ranger-les-couverts-monter-une-chaise-en-inde-ces-travailleurs-de-lombre-qui-e
https://www.cogitotech.com/blog/ai-in-robotics-a-comprehensive-guide-2025/
https://www.lesechos.fr/tech-medias/intelligence-artificielle/au-sommet-de-new-delhi-linde-veut-montrer-une-troisieme-voie-dans-lia-2216618
https://www.lesechos.fr/idees-debats/editos-analyses/pour-nous-etre-utile-lia-ne-doit-pas-penser-a-notre-place-2231342

02/07/2026 14:16 Passer la serpilliére, ranger les couverts, monter une chaise... En Inde, ces travailleurs de l'ombre qui entrainent les futurs robots IA - Les Ec...

about finding establishments willing to host their employees, who will repeat tasks for

several hours.

The city as a playground

Both aresidential and industrial city, Noida, with its offices, factories, and numerous shops,
offersanideal training ground. Located just five minutes by car from Cogito, the KTG

restaurantagreed to serve as a training environment for the Al

Onthe ground floor, seated at one of the restaurant's tables,a man prepares the cutlery for
service.Spoonsand forks are wrapped in neatly folded napkins. The processis filmed by an
iPhone strapped around his head. Customers who have come for lunch with their families

turn around to watch this curious scene.

Aman films himself puttingaway cutlery in the KTG restaurantin Noida. (Photo Clément Perruche/Les Echos)

Shivam Goel, 28, also agreed to let Cogito employees use his grocery store to record videos.
"Idoitforthe money," he admits frankly. Cogito pays between $4 and $5 an hour to managers
whoallowtheirstorestobeusedtotrain Al. Thisrepresentsasignificant income for these

family-run businesses with meager profits.

Inthebackroom,21-year-oldJitender and another young man are arranging toothbrushes,

soap, and bottles of soda on the shelves. Both men are also wearing
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iPhones around their heads. Atthe end of May, the temperature in the grocery store is well
over 42 degrees Celsius (108 degrees Fahrenheit). Cooling unitshave had to be placed on

the phonesto prevent them from overheating.

Threat to jobs

Cogitoalsoneedsto find skilled workers to train the Als for complex tasks: mechanics,
barbers, tailors... Thisrequires convincing workers to wear cameras that will record their
movements for several hours. “It’s a challenge, because the cameras reduce their

productivity. They need to be compensated accordingly,” says Rohit Agrawal.
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Jitender, 21, arranges the products onashelfina grocerystorein the city of Noida. (Photo Clément Perruche/Les Echos)

InIndia, videos showing garment workers wearing cameras on their heads, intended to train
Altoreplicate theirwork, have sparked controversy.Somelaborunionshave expressed

concernaboutthethreattoworkers'jobsinIndia.

“Becauselabor costsare verylow in India, it will remain more expensive to have arobot
thanto employ humans. Indiaisthereforenotthefirsttobethreatened,” the businessman
believes. Time will tell how long it will take for Indians to be replaced by the robots they

themselves have trained.
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Le nouvel employé modéle est un robot humanoide
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Clément Perruche (Correspondent in New Delhi)
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