





Trust runs deep.

Trust is the basis for collaboration within
FOSS infrastructure projects. Contributors and
funders alike have to invest time and effort

to earn it. Many of our recommendations for
funders contain an element of “figuring things
out together,” which makes establishing a
trust-based relationship absolutely key.
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“We need to
trust each
other.”

COMMUNITY & FUNDING

Insights

Trust is built between individuals. It is not
easily transferred to the organizations or
communities they represent. This is true for
funders, but also for people who professio-
nally support FOSS infrastructure projects.
Our interviewees overwhelmingly referred
to specific individuals they would like to
work with (e.g. as contractors facilitating an
event or managing donations) rather than
particular organizations or companies.

Though FOSS communities might lack
structure and clear roles, they value these
in other organizations.
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“Trustis
created through
cooperation.”

Recommendations

By designating a specific contact person,
funders can build stable relationships with
their grantees.

If grantees do not make use of external
offers of support, one reason might be the
absence of a trusting relationship. Personal
introductions and recommendations can
help build this.
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“Funding for
maintenance is
hopeless.”

“The develop-
ment of libra-
ries is difficult
to fund; it’s not
very visible.”

Effective funding
means under-
standing unusual
heeds.

Infrastructure projects have some needs that
set them apart from projects and products at
the application layer which might seem coun-
terintuitive to funders more accustomed to
supporting the latter.

36



“|A project
developing a
quasi-standard]
makes too many
policy decisions.
Other develo-
pers then build
around it at
great expense.”

TECHNOLOGY & FUNDING

Insights

o The maintenance of digital infrastructure is
essential to the security and resilience of
the digital world. However, these activities
suffer from being perceived as neither very
innovative nor very visible — both qualities
on which public funders especially tend to
focus attention.

« In the context of digital infrastructure,
the second and third implementations of
a new standard are not only helpful, but
necessary. A minimum of two reference
implementations is necessary to advance a
protocol to Draft Standard at the IETF, for
example. Having several implementations
of a protocol also means their developers
need to agree on its functionality, even if it
hasn’t completed the standardization pro-
cess. This can help curb quasi-standards, in
which one application implicitly defines how
a protocol works, allowing it to make crucial
changes without consulting the ecosystem.

e People who draft standards will not neces-
sarily experience how their work impacts
actual users. Whether there is a feedback
loop between standard writers, imple-
menters and services varies a lot. This
knowledge lies with the people who run
services on the basis of an implementation.
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Recommendations

Explicitly support maintenance. Avoid focu-
sing solely on innovation.

Support second and third implementations.
This will help level the playing field and fos-
ter a healthy dialogue around standards.

Encourage knowledge exchange between
people who work on standards, those who
implement them, and those who provide
services around how standards impact
users.
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Adoption is a
double-edged
sword.

The adoption rate of a digital solution is ty-
pically an indicator of its financial success.
Inexperienced funders may think that this rule
of thumb extends to open-source work. Howe-
ver, this same measure does not easily apply to
infrastructure projects. Too much growth too
fast can strain groups who already do not place
a high value on the types of work that help a
community scale.
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TECHNOLOGY, COMMUNITY & FUNDERS

Insights

“ o With adoption comes responsibility. Ap-
We need to th adop PONSIBITY. AP
plications and products which make use
trust each other. of a library, or other digital infrastructure,
depend on its continued maintenance and
Growth would P .
development. Widely-adopted FOSS pro-
make us jects, especially one-person-shops and
9 collectives, cannot always reliably deliver
unhappy. '
ppy under pressure.
“ e FOSS infrastructure projects therefore
We want Prol
. take care to scale only to a degree that the
deceleration. community can still support. This can limit
” the speed by which new technologies and
Slowness. peed by 9

features are adopted, or services are ope-
ned up to new groups of users.

e People working on infrastructure projects
care about the adoption of their code, but
more for abstract reasons (“I want to help
people”) than for economic incentives (such
as market-share).

e FOSS contributors do not often work ac-
tively with other projects to get their work
adopted - either in order to avoid an unsus-
tainable growth of dependencies, or simply
because of a lack of time.



“You work on a
project and it
becomes suc-
cessful, peo-
ple start filing
bug reports and
complain.

[t’s difficult not
to become res-
entful towards
the community.”

Recommendations

e In discussions about adoption, be con-
sistent with the values of the ecosystem.
Focus on scale rather than growth.

e When using adoption as a metric of suc-
cess, be sure to factor in the necessary
support resources.
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Funders and infrastructure
projects communicate
differently.

FOSS contributors are sensitive to wording. As they often follow a not-for-profit
approach, market terminology tends not to go down well. Projects might dismiss a
call for applications because it uses terminology invoking innovation or business.
When misinterpretation leads to misunderstandings between funders and infras-
tructure projects, trust can break down and relations permanently sour.
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FUNDERS & COMMUNITY

Insights

As we have seen with adoption, FOSS con-
tributors are often critical of the concept
of growth. At the same time, growth is still
applied as a measure of success by many
funders. Scale, on the other hand, is seen
by projects to be more responsible and
resilient.

Infrastructure contributors don't often
conceive of their work as a product to be
distributed and marketed. Product thinking
- taking a “user” perspective of a problem
that needs solving — is not the norm (or at
least not explicitly so), even though it would
suit the work of a community that is ad-
verse to process and structure and often
follows a “scratch your own itch” approach.
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Recommendations

e Try to avoid marketing terminology; e.g.
use “identity” instead of “brand”, “outreach”
istead of “market” etc.

e To make discussions about results as “pro-
ducts” meaningful, frame them within the
context of usability and helpfulness instead
of marketing.
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“We have no
policy on how
we handle
money.”

A variety of factors
prevent infrastruc-
ture projects

from applying for
funding.

Many factors like the lack of fundraising ro-
les, organizational structure and differences

in communication keep infrastructure projects
from applying for, or receiving, funding. They
vary according to the project type and funders
need to understand these differences in order
to counterbalance them.
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FUNDING & COMMUNITY

Insights

Of the four different project types, only
organizations are likely to have received
substantial funding. FOSS projects need re-
sources to apply for funding, and structure
to manage a grant. Compared to other pro-
ject types, organizations are better equip-
ped to handle funding — which will often
cement their structure.

Aside from the organization, FOSS project
types tend not to have the resources to na-
vigate lengthy application processes. This
feeds into why they believe funders do not
understand how they work.

Funding is usually framed in a way more
easily applied to application layer projects.
Infrastructure projects have to create hy-
pothetical use-cases to fit the scope of a
grant.

Funders work under a set of values that
can be at odds with the values of the
community.
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Recommendations

Be aware of how your demands on grantees
can unintentionally filter the projects you
support (e.g. by supporting those with the
requested structures rather than the pro-
jects that need your support most).

Be transparent about your demands on
future grantees, both during the application
process (paperwork, legal status, response
time), and during the grant period (repor-
ting, availability, communication).

Avoid a drawn-out application process. A
two-tier process in which applicants get
quick feedback on their chances for suc-
cess can help. For each step, communicate
clearly how far along in the process the
applicants are, and what the next steps will
be.
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Accepting funding
can be arisk.

When funders do not fully understand the cir-
cumstances under which their grantees opera-
te, their funding can have unintended conse-
guences, and even pose risks.
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DEMOGRAPHICS

Insights

* Ininstances where funding causes teams and projects to need to adapt their
structure (e.g. by giving up day jobs, dedicating more time to funded projects
than others), receiving short-term funding can lead to long-term dependence.

» Funders who explicitly influence governance structure and decision-making
are viewed as intrusive.

o Collective and embedded infrastructure projects are decentralized; they defy
structure. As one interviewee put it: “decentralization means trust, which is
built over a long time on the basis of personal connections”. If funders demand
a higher degree of centralization (in the form of governance), this can harm
the community.

» When funders push projects towards creating new, paid management positi-
ons, this changes the community dynamic. These positions and the people
who fill them will only be trusted to stick around if the funder commits to sup-
porting them in the long term.

» Even though the people who work on digital infrastructure perceive their work
as political, the projects themselves often preserve a neutral status. Receiving
grants from funders with a strong political position can sow doubt as to the
integrity and intentions of even non-aligned grantees.
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“There is no
g00d mecha-
nism [to enroll
donors]| for 1-2
people projects
or teams.”

“We have been
blamed for
funding by
[public funder]
and [public
funder].”

Recommendations

e Be transparent about whether projects can
only expect short-term support or more.

Work with your applicants to create a bud-
get that avoids project “bloat” — especially
with short-term funding.

¢ Be aware that in some contexts, projects
may not credit you because of the political
implications of your funding. Trust them
to make this choice in your and their best
interest.
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VIl Conclusion

Open digital infrastructure is overw-
helmingly developed and maintained
by individuals or groups of contribu-
tors working in the public interest. It
provides the foundation of all digital
technology. As one of the pillars of
modern society and communication,
open digital infrastructure deserves
support from funders. Public and
private funders provide a large share
of support for FOSS projects, but to
support this work effciently, funders
need to understand these projects’
strengths as well as their common
challenges. By working together with
grantees, funders can identify how
to diversify infrastructure communi-
ties and create more stable and less
privileged working conditions without
weakening the core values of de-
centralization, self-organization and
intrinsic motivation which drive FOSS
development.

For the Internet to provide the public
space necessary for an equal digital
society, it needs to be more than just
roads and bridges. For this to happen,
open digital infrastructure and the
people who build and maintain this
software must become more visible,
more understood, and more apprecia-
ted.
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VIl Appendix

GLOSSARY

Adoption

In general software development terminology, adoption describes the rate at
which users change to another technical system because it better answers their
needs. Infrastructure code however, is not usually adopted directly by users

but by other software projects, meaning adoption rates are indirect and more
difficult to assess. Adoption is often used as a metric of success for software
products.

FOSS

The abbreviation for free and open-source software (i.e. software that is publis-
hed under a free or open license, is human-readable and can be lawfully copied,
edited and developed further).

GDPR

The General Data Protection Regulation is a binding framework for data protec-
tion laws within EU member states, where data for this report was gathered. All
tools used in this research were GDPR compliant.

GitHub

GitHub is both the name of a widely-used platform and the company behind it.
The centralized platform uses the open-source version-control software Git and
hosts the code base of many FOSS projects, while parts of its own software are
closed-source.

HRPC Research Group

The Human Rights Protocol Considerations Research Group is part of the Inter-
net Research Task Force (IRTF). It conducts research on how standards and
protocols impact human rights, and comments on standardization discussions.
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IETF

The Internet Engineering Task Force is an organization that develops Internet
standards. In principle, anyone can participate in its working groups or attend
its meetings. An informal slogan of the IETF is “rough consensus and running
code”, which describes its method for decision making on the basis of working
systems.

IRC

The Internet Relay Chat is a protocol for text-based communication that was de-
veloped in the 1980s and is still widely used in FOSS communities. Alternatives
include more modern protocols like Matrix, or platforms like Slack.

IRTF
The Internet Research Task Force complements the work of the IETF in that it
promotes continuous, more perpetual research on Internet standards.

INTERVIEW GUIDE

The following questions served as a guideline during our interviews and were
continuously adapted according to the interview situation, the interviewee and
the project.

Introduction

¢ What name do you go by?

e« How do you identify your gender?

« How would you describe what you do right now?

Your trajectory and position in FOSS

¢ Why did you get into OS development?

« What is your educational background?

o What projects are you most involved in?

o For those projects: What is your role?

« How long have you been doing that?

« How did you get involved?

e Are you part of a team, and if so, how big is it?

+ Have you had major involvement with other FOSS projects in the past?
e« Which projects, and in what capacity?

53



How does your FOSS work interact with your day job? Is the balance where
you would like it?
How are you supporting yourself, if not by working on the project?

Your outlook on FOSS

What is your favorite part of your work?

What'’s your least favorite part of your work?

What do you perceive as the most important FOSS digital infrastructure pro-
jects out there? Why?

Governance & Management

What are the communities that you would describe yourself as being a part
of?

How did the last person join your project?

How did the last person leave your project?

How do you define “contributor” to your project? Where do your contributors
come from?

Is there anybody who isn’'t coding who is a member of your core team?
Who is not on your team/community, but should be?

Are there structures about decision-making in your project/area?

What was the biggest challenge in your current project/area?

Can you tell me about a time that a conflict occurred in your project? What
happened?

How do you share knowledge in your project/area?

Do you have a mentor? Do you see yourself as a mentor?

Have you ever met people on your project face-to-face?

What conferences do you attend for your work?

Support

Where does your project get its funding and support from?

What kind of non-monetary support does the project get?

Do you need more support? If so, for what?

Is there anybody you wouldn’t accept support from? Why not?

Have you ever applied for or received funding? How did that work out for
you?

Standards — for standards people

Did you ever comment or write up an RFC? How did that work for you?
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Do you talk to people who are using protocols and standards to which you
are contributing? Is there a feedback loop?

Standards — for developers

How does standardization impact your project (if applicable)?

What other projects or code bases does your project rely on?

Do you provide feedback on standards or contribute to discussions about
them?

For implementers and service providers

What are some roadblocks for you when implementing code?
How does standardization impact your project, if applicable?
Do you ever give feedback about standards? To whom?

What other projects or code bases does your project rely on?

Values

Do you see your work as political? Why/why not?

Do you see yourself as an activist? Why/why not?

How do you describe your FOSS work —is it a job, a hobby...?

What does “open” mean to you? In what ways are your projects open, in
what ways less so?

Do you keep track of your time worked on FOSS?

What keeps you up at night?

Your project’s state & outlook

What does your work mean to you?

What effect do you think your work has on society?

What do you wish more people knew about your work?

Do you think your project/area is sustainable? What are your role models for
sustainable FOSS infrastructure?

What is your best-case scenario for your project/area in 5 years? What is
your worst-case scenario?
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