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OPEN SOURCE EXPANDED

Open source software (OSS) has created some 
of our most widely used technologies, includ-
ing operating systems, web browsers, and 
databases. OSS is becoming the de facto infra-

structure of the digital world and is widely used today by 
companies in a broad range of industries. Embracing OSS 
is not merely an option for companies to consider but a 
critical path to achieving technical innovation.

By observing the GitHub event 
log, we found that the overall activ-
ity of global open source has been 
rising significantly over the last five 
years with an accelerating trend, es-
pecially postpandemic. The number 
of active repositories is maintaining 
a growth rate of about 24%.1 In such 
a context, China is also experienc-
ing a rapid and even greater OSS 
growth. The establishment of the 
OpenAtom Foundation has spurred 
the introduction of various national 
policies to encourage OSS develop-
ment. China-based tech giants, such 
as Alibaba, Ant Group, Baidu, Ten-

cent, Huawei, etc. account for the preponderance of sig-
nificant open source contributions. Figure 1 illustrates 
the overall activity rank2 of Chinese companies during 
2017–2021, calculated by OpenDigger3 using GitHub event 
logs. As companies are becoming important players, 
teams often referred to as open source program offices 
(OSPOs) are set up to deal with OSS-related affairs.

THE INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL DIPLOMAT
The OSPO is not only a governance entity to ensure the 
compliance and safety of OSS but also a strategic initiative 
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that could lead to competitive advan-
tages. Companies getting involved 
in open source can be simplified into 
three stages: using, participating, 
and creating. During each phase, is-
sues may emerge that involve differ-
ent departments:

 › R&D Department: select open 
source components and  
develop OSS

 › Marketing Department: extend 
open source’s influence and 
brand building

 › Legal and Security Department: 
perform OSS compliance and 
risk management.

The OSPO’s main focus is to coor-
dinate among different departments 
internally and respond to other open 
source stakeholders externally. Al-
though the TODO Group systemati-
cally illustrates OSPO roles, behaviors, 
size, and responsibilities using a mind 
map,6 it has also pointed out that the 
functionality, team structure, and fo-
cus can vary based on different situa-
tions and business goals.

Currently, the most common form of 
OSPO in China is to serve as virtual de-
partments, as they are in a trial stage. 
For example, Alibaba has set up the Al-
ibaba Open Source Technology Over-
sight Committee, which is a virtual 
team that has made open source-re-
lated decisions for years. It was not 
until 2019 that it established an OSPO 
and onboarded full-time-equivalent 
employees. Now the compact, hybrid 
team is working closely with the Alib-
aba Open Source Technology Oversight 
Committee on open source strategy, 
tool automation, project facilitation, 
developer and academia outreach, 
and so on.

Similarly, the Ant Group OSPO was 
formed at the beginning of 2021. Ant 
Group was formerly known as Ant Fi-
nancial, an affiliate company of Alibaba 

Group, and owns the world’s largest 
mobile payment platform, Alipay. Ant 
Group had open source projects long 
before it had an OSPO. The projects 
span multiple technology stacks, in-
cluding the front end and back end, 
such as Ant Design, EggJS, OceanBase, 
SOFAStack, etc. As a virtual depart-
ment, the Ant Group OSPO team is lean 
and agile, comprising core employees 
who are formerly from different busi-
ness departments and mainly led by 
the technology department.

The Technology Oversight Com-
mittee usually focuses solely on the 
technology domain, while the OSPO in-
volves legal, security, software develop-
ment, marketing, and management. An 
apt metaphor exists, describing open 
source program managers as “diplo-
mats,” both external and internal. Their 

most prominent function is to build 
communication bridges and collaborate 
across multiple teams, thus achieving 
horizontal empowerment.

From a pragmatic perspective, the 
OSPO needs to solve the problems that 
inevitably occur while using, partic-
ipating in, and creating open source 
projects. From another point of view, the 
OSPO can create and sustain a strong 
company culture that promotes values, 
empowers the open source ecosystem, 
and attracts talent at the same time.

ANT GROUP’S OSPO BEST 
PRACTICES

Challenges faced
When Ant Group cold-started the OSPO, 
it realized that the need for an OSPO 
comes from the fact that promoting 

FIGURE 1. The activity rank of Chinese companies in the past five years. 

FROM THE EDITOR

Open source program offices (OSPOs) are virtual or dedicated organizational 
units inside companies with the mandate to set open source policies, ensure 
license compliance, manage project engagement, and do various other open 
source tasks. In previous articles, we reviewed OSPOs in general. In this ar-
ticle, Xia et al. take us into the domain of Chinese OSPOs and how they both 
are similar to and differ from other OSPOs. Look forward to learning about 
the principles and practices of OSPOs and, in particular, Chinese OSPOs. As 
always, be happy, be healthy, and keep on hacking! —Dirk Riehle
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open source as a corporation is intrin-
sically harder because there are higher 
overall costs and risk exposure, and it 
takes longer to build momentum.

Participating in open source is much 
easier as an individual: you just do it. 
There are obvious costs, such as time 
and energy, and relatively clear goals, 
such as social recognition. It is easy to 
evaluate. On the corporate side, things 
are different.

Reason 1: Overall costs and risk ex-
posure are higher. A company would 
always take care of compliance risks, 
legal risks, and security risks. Mis-
takes in this regard can create chain 
consequences; for instance, you never 
want to provide products with security 
vulnerabilities or license issues. The 
cost is not only in maintenance and re-
pair but also in the damage to the com-
pany’s reputation. Although proper 
use of licenses provides certain levels 
of protection, nontrivial compliance or 
business risks lurk in many places.

Similarly, the overall costs of op-
erating companies’ own open source 
projects are also considerably higher. 
A company needs to thoroughly think 
through a project’s governance strat-
egy depending on the nature of the 
project and the vision of the company.

There is also the cold-start problem. 
It is not easy to get someone who has 
never been exposed to open source to 
fully embrace the OSS and open source 
community best practices. For example, 
engineers are less motivated to write 
documentation, and it also takes a sig-
nificant amount of effort to build up 
habits for asynchronous (async) com-
munications, which brings up reason 2.

Reason 2: It takes time to build 
 momentum. Another challenge is 
that it takes time to gather momentum 
to identify and implement the best open 
source practices. Investing in open 
source is typically a long-term plan that 
requires dedication. Why? Some imme-
diate problems are relatively quickly 
addressed, like providing open source 
license consulting for teams. However, 

many other things, including but not 
limited to “the culture of being open,” 
async communication practices, etc. 
require a much longer time until their 
potential benefits are fully realized.

Cor porate i nvest ment i n open 
source is similar to investing in re-
search institutions. We need to set the 
vision on long-term benefits instead 
of evaluating short-term gains. Com-
mitting to open source ways requires 
top-down dedication and bottom-up 
understanding.

With these challenges, why would 
a corporation still want to do it? This 
is because, compared to individuals 
who participate in open source, the 
potential “reward” for being open is 
pretty high. For instance, a To Busi-
ness tooling software as a service, if 
done right, can directly benefit from 
being open source.

Still, it requires more than one proj-
ect or a team’s effort to make a compa-
ny’s open source ventures successful. 
That is why we need to measure risks, 
costs, and gains.

Tool sets for metrics, 
tracking, and monitoring
As for-profit organizations, compa-
nies will set certain business goals; 
however, it may take a longer payback 
period to assess the return on invest-
ment, with some of the efforts being 
hard to quantify. Before collecting in-
formation and tracking the metrics, it 
is important to clarify the goal in the 
first place. That said, there are some 
common aspects that open source 
program managers would always want 
to know: the general health of the 
project they open sourced; how in-
fluential it is, which adds up to the 
corporate reputation; the ability to 
attract talent; and how to identify de-
voted external contributors.

An earlier column introduced the 
Community Health Analytics Open 
Source Software (CHAOSS) project,4 
which defines and tracks key met-
rics of OSS communities. Here, we 
illustrate another tool set adapted 
by Alibaba and Ant Group to track 

key contributors, projects, and rec-
ognize success.

OpenDigger. OpenDigger7 conducts 
systematic studies using data science 
methods, where it measures, models, 
and analyzes projects, developers, 
and processes. One of the valuable 
data assets of OpenDigger is the con-
tinuously collected global GitHub 
behavior logs and the software depen-
dencies that currently support three 
programming language ecosystems: 
JavaScript, PHP, and Python. With the 
global data, measurement aspects, 
computational models, and labels, the 
data service project can quickly gen-
erate analysis reports for any projects, 
user groups, and institutions that are 
active on GitHub as well as perform 
horizontal comparisons within and 
across organizations.

OpenDigger implements quanti-
tative CHAOSS metrics, integrating 
them in the Jupyter notebook envi-
ronment, where community man-
agers can query the result interac-
tively. Figure 2 shows the number 
of bus factor contributors and their 
trends of different GitHub organiza-
tions in 2015.

Companies should be wary of falling 
into the trap of chasing numbers when 
quantifying effort. That is why Open-
Digger is also committed to performing 
measurements from the graph’s per-
spective. The statistical method can be 
easily cheated by spamming the events 
if a project wants to get a higher rank. 
While in the graph, the node value will 
not be influenced too much if an ac-
count opens a lot of pull requests but 
never collaborates with others.

The real world of software develop-
ment is a social coding scenario where 
developers and projects are intercon-
nected by activities and relationships. 
The OSPO cares about the ecosys-
tem-level data in which connections 
and relations truly matter.

Figure 3 describes the primary 
idea of c o n s t r u c t i n g  t he graph. 
There are three developers (blue) and 
three projects (pink). Developers are 
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“active” in projects, projects are de-
pendent on other projects, and devel-
opers are following other developers. 
The “active” relationship contains 
any actions that can be performed by 
a developer, like activities in issues 
and pull requests, making a release, 
attending a meeting, and so on. The 
node value is calculated by a PageR-
ank-like centrality algorithm and is 
defined as the influence of a devel-
oper or a project.

OpenDigger empowers upper-layer 
productization tools, reports, and dash-
boards as a project that enables data 
and measurement.

Hypercrx. Hypercrx8 is a chrome ex-
tension that further expands the play-
ability of the graph visualization. 
Once installed, it renders the interac-
tive networks on any GitHub projects’ 
homesites and GitHub users’ profile 
pages. As can be seen in Figure 4, the 
networks demonstrate project connec-
tions (left) and developer connections 
(right). Projects are connected by de-
velopers, and developers are connected 
by collaborations on issues and pull 
requests. Clicking the node allows re-
direction to the corresponding project 
or user site. The play tool provides an 
exploratory open source observation 
setting of the ecological relationship, 
serving as a convenient portal for com-
munity managers to track contributor 
inflows and outflows.

The dashboard. With the organization- 
level data collected, the dashboard 
presented in Figure 5 can effective-
 ly provide a bird’s-eye view of the 
open source projects maintained by 

corporations like Alibaba and Ant 
Group. The most common symptoms 
to keep an eye out for include (but are 
not limited to) active projects, commu-
nity growth, license distribution, and 
project decay (projects with no commit 
in the past, say, six months).

The dashboard helps with decision 
making from a strategy perspective. 
On the other hand, it is also an in-
centive. As mentioned earlier, using 
a computational model (such as a 
graph) might be better than focusing 
on a single quantitative dimension. 
The metrics we observe really depend 
on how we want to assess the work but 
will also impact the value orientation 
of internal work at the same time.

The principle and practices
Ant Group summarizes the overall 
OSPO role as one principle: the OSPO 
should be the go-to entity for both in-
ternal and external open source-re-
lated matters.

In engineering terms, we identify 
the OSPO as a “façade” or a “public 
application programming interface 
(API)” that abstracts internal capa-
bilities and interacts with the exter-
nal world. Why use this public API 
metaphor? Because a public API is 
designed to last. It represents a con-
tract with the external communities 
and entities.

TODO Group helped normalize 
and standardize the OSPO. It became 

FIGURE 2. The bus factor metric for companies by quarter in 2015. 
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part of common terminology and the 
potential common belief that we can 
all fall back on. We don’t need to start 
from scratch to explain that “we need 
a governing body that can help the 
company manage open source com-
pliance matters as well as blah blah 
blah”; instead, we can say, “Let’s build 
an OSPO.”

Practice 1: The OSPO is a necessary 
infrastructure to enable developers 

and their teams to open source com-
pliantly and confidently. This prac-
tice aims to help internal engineering 
teams. The primary focus of this work 
is spearheading processes and best 
practices for projects and community 
members to learn from and follow. 
If we drill down one level and can be 
more specific, the scope of work would 
cover “using open source internally”; 
“contributing and setting up new 
open source projects”; and all of the 

software composition analysis, static 
application security testing  tools, 
communication tools, and utility tools 
that would help to achieve that. Met-
rics are also key aspects, as observ-
ability is typically a critical factor in 
infrastructure.

Practice 2: For OSS project teams, 
the OSPO is a technology enabler. 
It is a catalyst for the reaction. A cata-
lyst itself does not achieve much, but 
it either makes an impossible reaction 
happen or enhances the rate or results 
of the reaction.

The Ant OSPO helps projects as 
they grow by providing strategic 
planning for goal setting, governance 
consultation, and operation plan de-
sign as well as potential go-to-market 
strategies to empower projects to be 
professional and successful. The met-
rics provide North Star guidance, so 
the team will have some impartial 
and professional references to which 
they can directly relate.

Practice 3: On the external side, 
OSPO could be the “deal maker.” 

FIGURE 5. A bird’s-eye view of the Ant Group dashboard.

(a) (b)

FIGURE 4. (a) Hypercrx project networks and (b) developer networks. 
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The book The Rainforest: The Secrets to 
Building Next Silicon Valley4 states that 
even though there are many other 
places with a similar concentration of 
talent and investors, what made Sili-
con Valley so successful were the net-
work hubs. They are well-connected 
individuals with a “giver” style. They 
connect start-ups with investors as 
well as high-potential individuals 
with mentors and opportunities. The 
book refers to the existence of “deal 
makers” with a positive connotation. 
As the “façade” that connects with 
the external world and interfaces 
with communities, foundations, and 
other collaborators, the OSPO has 
the potential to be this “deal maker.” 
It connects demand with potential 
solutions, which many open source 
communities and entities can di-
rectly benefit from.

Practice 4: Find all of the alliances 
to build open source methodol-
ogies, tools, and so much more. 
Security and compliance teams are 
typically the first step in building 
alliances. Furthermore, the technol-
ogy branding team would also need 
to be w i l l i ng to cooperate. A f ter 
finding alliance members, the next 
step would be to refine and stan-
dardize the methodology. Ant Group 
formed a working group with bi-
monthly open source application re-
views. Once we have methodologies, 
we will have tooling needs. Some of 
the tools are self-developed to meet 
customized needs, while others can 
seek external partners. For example, 
the tool sets illustrated in this article 
are based on academic outreach and 
are well adapted.

Practice 5: Explore innovative paths 
based on predecessors. The TODO 
Group offered standardized approaches 
and resources. However, not all OSPOs 
are created equal. It is important to 
identify your own style by focusing on 
solving the problems at hand.

I f we return to the analogy of a catalyst, 
the OSPO catalyzes the incubation  
of to-be-open-sourced candidate proj-

ects and empowers them for success.
First, Ant Group adopts the lifecy-

cles Cloud Native Computing Foun-
dation used internally and provides 
end-to-end support for its OSS projects, 
depending on the stage of develop-
ment. A project starts from the sand-
box stage, in which the OSPO helps the 
team to refine and focus on its primary 
goals. Once the project passes joint re-
view, it enters the incubation stage. 
During this phase, the OSPO team 
focuses on designing the operation 
strategies as well as potential commer-
cialization strategies. It is a “rinse and 
repeat” process that the OSPO works 
closely with the project teams on.

Second, Ant Group has InnerSource 
as a staging environment in which 
people can put their projects to learn 
and grow. Offering engineers a play-
ground internally significantly re-
duces barriers to contributing and 
sharing. Engineers who are reticent 
to contribute to open source directly 
felt more comfortable in an inner 
source environment. InnerSource is 
also the perfect playground for setting 
up good practices like documentation 
rules, async communications rules, 
and so on. 
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