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More and more companies 
across diverse industries 
are discovering the strategic 
benefits of open source.
By using pre-existing open source projects as a base on which to build their own 
customized products—a practice called external R&D—companies are saving on 
development costs and getting their products to market faster. Even greater benefits are 
possible if a company can strategically align its development with upcoming open source 
projects, or influence the direction of a project to serve its own goals. To gain these powerful 
competitive advantages, companies must influence and learn directly from the open 
source maintainers and developers who are steering the projects being used to create their 
commercial products and services.

But capitalizing on the promise of open source development is not a simple proposition. In 
fact, it necessitates a dramatic change in the standard mindset and best practices at most 
businesses. Where proprietary development practices are designed to keep outsiders from 
gaining access to source code, collaborative development does just the opposite. It requires 
companies to participate in open communities and to rely on engineers outside of their own 
walls to develop software that can be integral to their products. In the transparent ecosystem 
of open source, source code is shared with and modified by the community. Because of this, 
open source communities must trust a company and its developers before allowing them to 
participate significantly in projects. Integration into these communities is a stepwise process that, 
once started, will allow companies to identify a project’s key developers and to work with them, 
building a reputation within the community that will lead to the ability to introduce the features 
and changes they need in order to advance their own products.

As the nonprofit consortium behind Linux, the largest open source project in the 
history of computing, The Linux Foundation has a deep knowledge of the open source 
development process, its culture and business applications. Founded in 2000, The 
Linux Foundation supports its member companies through every step of open source 
involvement, helping them to navigate the world of open source communities, and 
enabling them to begin using open source software, contribute code to the projects, 
influence their technical direction, and finally to initiate their own projects. This paper will 
give companies practical tips on how to connect with open source projects, identify key 
contributors, build a strong open source reputation, and ultimately expand their reach 
and influence within the open source community.
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Tip #1.  Join communities and start contributing
Companies that find success in open source typically follow similar paths, moving beyond 
consumption—using open source tools and components—and progressing to code 
contributions with increasing levels of commitment. They identify which open source 
projects are most critical to their own products, and—crucially—where their developers 
may already be contributing—and begin to create systems and processes for strategically 
increasing participation. 

These stages in open source development can be described 
as consumption, participation, influence, and initiation. The 
ways a company can ramp up its open source participation 
are discussed in detail in our white paper, How to Build Open 
Source Competency In Your Company. And our book,  
How to Participate in the Linux Community, may also be helpful.

Each community has different protocols for participation and ways of gaining influence. 
Some are purely meritocratic—the quality of the code and technical acumen are what matter 
the most. In other words, the concept of “giving back” is a priority in these communities. 
Developers gain standing by progressing from fixing bugs, to contributing patches, 
participating in technical discussions, and finally adding features. Other communities have 
more complex political cultures and rules based on seniority and trust built through interaction 
and collaboration. How developers behave on the mailing list can be just as, or more, 
important as their technical contributions. Most open source communities have a governance 
structure that uses a combination of both of these to determine developer standing within the 
community and when and how much code will be accepted. 

QUALITIES THAT CONTRIBUTE TO A DEVELOPER’S STANDING WITHIN AN OPEN SOURCE COMMUNITY

“Each community has different 
protocols for participation and 
ways of gaining influence.”

AUTHENTICITY GOOD JUDGEMENT

RESPECT FOR THE ESTABLISHED CULTURE

WILLINGNESS 
TO HELP GENEROSITY BEHAVIOR ON THE 

MAILING LIST

TECHNICAL ABILITY

http://www.linuxfoundation.org/content/how-participate-linux-community
https://www.linuxfoundation.org/publications/linux-foundation/download-free-publication-how-build-open-source-competency-your-company
https://www.linuxfoundation.org/publications/linux-foundation/download-free-publication-how-build-open-source-competency-your-company
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Spend time learning about each community through use of collaborative tools such as 
mailing lists and IRC, and by reading the documentation. Developers will soon be able 
to identify key issues and contributors to the project as well as the project’s maintainers, 
who are frequently listed in the maintainers file in the project documentation. The project’s 
maintainers, developers who have earned commit status on a project, provide the project’s 
leadership. Maintainers review changes to a project and in the process of reviewing those 
changes, they also help set architectural and strategic directions for what happens in a 
project. In addition to its maintainers, a project may also have a project manager. 

The Linux Foundation supports its member companies through every step of open source 
involvement, mentoring them in learning to navigate the world of open source communities, 
and functioning as a guide to help them begin using open source software, contribute code 
to the projects, influence their technical direction, and finally to initiate their own projects.

When a company becomes familiar with the project’s unique culture 
and personnel, its developers can begin to build a reputation within the 
community based on code contributions and behavior on the mailing 
list. With enough quality code contributions and good standing in the 
community, developers can eventually become code committers and 
help steer the technical direction of the project. 

Active participation in an open source project is the most effective way 
to begin expanding a company’s reach and influence in the open source 
community, but there are also other ways to strengthen an open source 
reputation and to develop relationships with open source developers.

Tip #2.  Connect through conferences and events
Conferences and events sponsored by open source foundations such as The Linux 
Foundation and the Apache Software Foundation, and by project communities and 
consultancies such as Red Hat and Black Duck Software, offer companies great 
opportunities to expand their open source reach and influence. These conferences attract 
open source developers, key contributors, and maintainers, bringing them together in one 
place for an open exchange of ideas, expertise, and enthusiasm. By attending, sponsoring, 
and speaking at conferences and events related to open source, companies can show their 
support of and commitment to collaborative development and increase their attractiveness 
to developers. They can showcase their products, services, and technologies, which 
allows open source developers to connect with companies whose goals are similar to their 
own. Companies can share their solutions to open source problems and exchange best 
practices with other companies and individuals to discover new ways of improving and 
strengthening their participation.

“Active participation in an 
open source project is 
the most effective way 
to begin expanding a 
company’s reach and 
influence in the open 
source community.”
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Conferences are a great way to network with prospective new hires and with open source 
personnel from other companies to establish powerful new relationships and alliances and to 
reach new customers as well.

There are many conferences and events to choose from. Here is a list of some of the best 
conferences for companies looking to get started in open source, but there are also many 
events for developers interested in more specialized topics such as the Linux kernel, Hadoop, 
OpenDaylight, OpenStack, Docker, CloudStack, Mesos, Puppet, Java, Python,  
and more. More information on all Linux Foundation events can be found online at  
events.linuxfoundation.org. 

The Linux Foundation Collaboration Summit 
One of the greatest ways to influence and connect with open source developers is to attend 
Collaboration Summit. It’s an invitation-only gathering of Linux Foundation members, that 
includes corporations, core kernel developers, distribution maintainers, ISVs, end users, 
system vendors and other community organizations. Collaboration Summit provides plenary 
sessions and workgroup meetings for face-to-face collaboration to tackle and solve the most 
pressing issues facing Linux and open source today.

LinuxCon, CloudOpen and ContainerCon 
Three events converge to create one extraordinary opportunity for cross pollination 
between the developers, sysadmins, devops professionals and architects driving the future 
of technology. LinuxCon is the leading annual technical conference in North America 
and Europe, providing a much needed collaboration and education space for the Linux 
community. CloudOpen is designed to provide a collaboration and education space to 
advance the open cloud. New in 2015, ContainerCon brings together leading contributors 
in Linux containers, the Linux kernel, and related projects to forge a path to continued 
innovation and education.

“By attending, sponsoring, and speaking at conferences and events related 
to open source, companies can show their support of and commitment to 
collaborative development and increase their attractiveness to developers.”

http://events.linuxfoundation.org/
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ApacheCon: Big Data and ApacheCon: Core
Bring together the open source community to learn about and collaborate on the 
technologies and projects driving the future of open source, big data, and cloud computing. 
The developers, programmers, committers, and users driving this innovation and utilizing 
these tools will meet for collaboration, education, and community building. Apache projects 
have and continue to be hugely influential in the innovation and development of software 
across a plethora of categories from content, databases, and servers, to big data, cloud, 
mobile, and virtualization.

Linux Plumbers Conference 
The LPC brings together the top developers working on the “plumbing” of Linux — kernel 
subsystems, core libraries, windowing systems, etc. — and gives them three days to work 
together on core design problems.

SCALE 
The Southern California Linux Expo provides educational opportunities on the topic of open 
source software. Attendees include both current and potential users of open source software, 
whether individual computer users, educational institutions, or businesses. Sponsored by the 
Linux Expo of Southern California Inc.

All Things Open 
The world’s top developers, technologists and decision-makers meet in Raleigh, North 
Carolina, to explore open source, open tech, and the open web in the enterprise. Co-
sponsored by Red Hat.

FOSDEM 
(Free and Open Source Software Developers’ European Meeting) is a non-commercial event 
held in Brussels, Belgium to advance the use of free and open source software development. 
It provides open source developers opportunities to meet and to promote the awareness and 
use of free and open source software.

Linux Kernel Summit 
The Linux Kernel Summit brings together the world’s leading core kernel developers to 
discuss the state of the existing kernel and plan the next development cycle. This three-
day conference focuses on development and innovation through sessions and workshops 
that encourage interaction and discussion between kernel developers and industry leaders. 
Sponsorship of this event allows a company to send attendees; otherwise, the summit is 
invitation-only.
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Vault and Linux File System and Storage Summit 
Vault is a conference for the leading developers in file systems and storage in the Linux kernel. 
By being co-located with the invitation-only and exclusive Linux File System and Storage 
Summit, Vault brings together developers leading file system and storage innovations in a 
general technical conference setting. Companies and projects on the leading edge of Linux 
Storage and file systems are represented.

OSCON
OSCON is an open source conference for developers, innovators, business people, and 
investors. Rather than focus on a single language or topic, OSCON allows attendees to 
learn about and practice the entire range of open source technologies with broad-based 
information on languages, communities, best practices, products, and services. 

EclipseCon 
EclipseCon is the Eclipse Foundation’s event dedicated to Eclipse Working Groups (such as 
PolarSys, Internet of Things, and Science) and is designed to create opportunities for the 
Eclipse community to learn and collaborate on the latest ideas and information about Eclipse 
technologies, the Eclipse Working Groups, and Eclipse member companies. It has a broad 
base of attendees, including contributors, adopters, extenders, service providers, consumers, 
business people, and researchers. 

Tip #3.  Publish articles in publications and web sites 
developers frequent
Publishing articles and maintaining a presence in publications and web sites that developers 
frequent can boost a company’s reputation in the open source community. Since the 
community values those who give back to it, providing useful information, tips, and best 
practices can help to create goodwill and momentum, not to mention publicity for the 
company’s open source efforts. A company can also sponsor these publications, which 
provides even more visibility. The stronger the company’s presence, the more likely it is to 
attract high quality developers from the community. (For more on this topic, see our white 
paper, How to Recruit and Hire Open Source Developers.)

“The stronger the company’s presence, 
the more likely it is to attract high 
quality developers from the community.”

https://www.linuxfoundation.org/publications/linux-foundation/download-free-publication-how-reach-and-influence-open-source-developers.
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Some of the most useful web sites and publications for developers are listed below.

GitHub.com 
A comprehensive source code repository designed to facilitate and track collaborative 
development. Maintaining a profile on GitHub is one of the most important ways a developer 
can show a history of contributions. For many open source hiring managers, such a profile 
can double as a resume. As a resource, GitHub has articles on many aspects of open 
source development. It supports many useful collaborative features such as version control, 
mailing lists, bug tracking, release management, and wiki-based documentation.

Linux.com
A web site dedicated to all things Linux. Sponsored by The Linux Foundation, linux.com 
contains news, blogs, tutorials, forums, and articles by industry experts on Linux-based 
open source projects and new ways Linux is being used in the world.

Opensource.com
An online publication sponsored by Red Hat that provides a good mix between technical 
articles and business-oriented articles on use of open source in education, government, 
business, health, law, and other disciplines. Articles concern such topics as the future of 
open source, how to participate in open source projects, and how to apply open source 
software, hardware, and principles.

Linux Weekly News 
A reader-supported web site for news and information from the Linux and free software 
development communities, with particular focus on news relating to the Linux kernel. It 
provides comprehensive coverage of development, legal, commercial, and security issues, 
and includes the LWN.net Weekly Edition, a useful weekly summary of what has happened 
in the free software world.

Reddit.com/r/opensource
A subarea on Reddit that accepts submissions related to all aspects of open source 
software development. Readers can submit articles, find information, ask questions, 
announce projects and employment opportunities, voice concerns, and find projects to 
participate in.

http://github.com/
linux.com
https://lwn.net/
http://opensource.com/
reddit.com/r/opensource
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SlashDot.org 
SlashDot.org has an open source topic area with articles on various aspects of open source 
development, release announcements, news, and opinion, organized by week.

Open Source Delivers 
A hub for expert commentary about open source software development. Maintained by 
Black Duck Software, OSD’s mission is to connect a global audience with information 
about best practices, news, and important community milestones that promote the use of 
collaborative development around the world.

Stack Overflow 
A question and answer site for programmers. It’s built and run by its users as part of the 
Stack Exchange network of Q&A sites. On Stack Overflow, programmers work together to 
amass a library of detailed answers to every question about programming.

Project-specific forums 
There are many project-specific forums out there that can be found by searching the 
name of the project itself. These forums allow questions, announcements, discussion, and 
collaboration related to their specific projects.

HowTo Forge
Provides Linux tutorials on a wide variety of topics related to Linux projects such as Ubuntu, 
CentOS, Debian, and more.

http://osdelivers.blackducksoftware.com/
slashdot.org
http://stackoverflow.com/
https://www.howtoforge.com/
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Conclusion
Integration into open source communities can give a company access to the powerful 
benefits of collaborative development, greatly reduced development costs and faster time to 
market. Active participation in an open source project is the most effective way to begin and 
will lead to the ability to influence a project’s direction. A company can attend, sponsor, and 
make presentations at open source events and conferences throughout the year, connecting 
with like-minded developers and companies with whom they can form alliances and 
collaborative ventures. And to further establish the company as an important open source 
contributor, employees can contribute articles to well-respected online publications. When 
all of these efforts combine, the result can be an expansion of a company’s open source 
influence, which can have a significant, ever-growing effect on a company’s bottom line.

For more information, go to www.linuxfoundation.org.

linuxfoundation.org


The Linux Foundation promotes, protects and standardizes Linux by 
providing unified resources and services needed for open source to 
successfully compete with closed platforms.

To learn more about The Linux Foundation or our other initiatives 
please visit us at www.linuxfoundation.org

linuxfoundation.org



