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OPEN SOURCE

MMany maintainers and contributors are over-
worked and experiencing burnout due to the 
increasing expectations and pressures as-
sociated with their work in open source,1 so 

sustaining open source projects over the long-term can be 
a challenge. There are many ways to think about sustain-
ability, some of which were covered in a previous article, 
“From Data to Action: Building Healthy and Sustainable 

Open Source Projects.”2 Good gov-
ernance practicesa are another way 
to increase sustainability and avoid 
threats that can disrupt open source 
projects.3 Being proactive about 
defining governance early before a 
crisis or another threat occurs can 
make an open source project more 
sustainable. The time to work on 
governance is as close to the start of 
a project as possible when things are 
going well. Waiting to adopt a gov-
ernance model until there is a crisis 
within a community likely means 
that the project won’t have processes 
for dealing with that crisis, and 

when a project is in crisis, it will be more difficult to come 
to an agreement about governance.

Good governance isn’t just tedious paperwork. Gov-
ernance that clearly defines a project’s decision-making 
processes and sets expectations can make it easier for peo-
ple to successfully contribute. Much of the focus of open 
source project governance is on people: the roles they play, 
their responsibilities, how they make decisions, and what 

aSome of the content in this article was adapted from blog posts previously 
written on the author’s blog, which can be found at https://fastwonderblog.
com/2025/12/03/good-governance-for-open-source-projects/
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they should expect from each other as 
part of participating in an open source 
community. Having clear rules about 
how collaboration occurs, how deci-
sions are made, and what types of con-
tributions are in or out of scope helps 
community members make contribu-
tions that are likely to be accepted and 
embraced by a project. This facilitates 
the creation of an intentional culture 
and helps avoid wasting time from 
maintainers with contributions that 
aren’t aligned with the project. It also 
helps create pathways to leadership 
where other people can better under-
stand the processes for moving into 
leadership roles along with intentional 
processes for how the project promotes 
people into leadership.

GOVERNANCE MODELS
A good practice is to start with the 
simplest possible governance model 
and only move to something more 
elaborate when a project evolves to the 
point where additional complexity 
is needed. This is because overengi-
neered governance processes create 
additional overhead and extra work 
that would take time away from other 
aspects of project development.

If an established project doesn’t al-
ready have documented governance 

and decision-making processes, a 
good place to start is by documenting 
how the project is already making de-
cisions and reflecting on how the ex-
isting governance could be improved. 
It can help to reflect on a few questions 
when thinking about a project’s exist-
ing processes:

	› Who currently makes decisions 
and approves contributions?

	› Who provides input?
	› How can new people be included 
in this process over time?

	› What works well already?
	› What processes could be 
improved?

Many open source projects start 
with some form of maintainer council 
governance model (for example, Jae-
gerb), which is a simple form of gov-
ernance. In this model, the existing 
maintainers make the decisions in the 
project, including decisions about pro-
moting additional people into main-
tainer roles. As a project evolves, there 
are other, more complex forms of gov-
ernance that might be used as a project 
grows to the point where it isn’t practi-
cal for a single group of maintainers to 
make decisions across a large project. 
Many mature projects often evolve to 
the point where a steering committee 
that is elected by the contributor com-
munity is needed to make project-wide 
decisions that span across multiple 
groups (for example, Knativec). Proj-
ects that have evolved to include a 
collection of quasi-autonomous sub-
projects might need a dual level struc-
ture where each subproject can have 
internal leadership along with lead-
ership that helps oversee the collec-
tion of projects (for example, Operator 

bhttps://github.com/jaegertracing/jaeger/blob/main/
GOVERNANCE.md
chttps://github.com/knative/community/blob/main/
STEERING-COMMITTEE.md

Framework Projectd). The Cloud Native 
Computing Foundation (CNCF) has de-
veloped a robust set of templates and 
instructions for each of these gover-
nance modelse that can be adapted for 
use by any open source project.

CONTRIBUTORS AND 
PATHWAYS TO LEADERSHIP
An important aspect of governance 
that can often be overlooked is the im-
pact that good governance practices 
have on contributor sustainability.f 
Many projects want to recruit more 
contributors, but projects may also 
underestimate the effort it can take 
for existing maintainers to review and 
approve contributions; thus, contribu-
tor growth should be paired with gov-
ernance structures that make it easy to 
promote contributors into maintainer 
roles to handle this additional work-
load.4 Defining the roles and respon-
sibilities for contributors, reviewers, 
and maintainers can help with recruit-
ing new people into these roles.

It can help to think of this as a lad-
der where contributors climb up to be-
come reviewers and those reviewers 
can become maintainers. A contribu-
tor ladder usually outlines the differ-
ent contributor roles within the proj-
ect, along with the responsibilities and 
privileges that come with them. Com-
munity members generally start at the 
first levels of the ladder and advance 
up it as their involvement in the proj-
ect grows. This helps set expectations 
for the roles and encourages people to 
think about how they might take on 
increasing responsibility within the 
project. Existing maintainers can also 
actively encourage some of the best 
contributors to move up the ladder 

dhttps://github.com/operator-framework/community/ 
blob/master/GOVERNANCE.md
ehttps://contribute.cncf.io/projects/best-practices/
governance/templates/
fhttps://chaoss.community/practitioner-guide 
-contributor-sustainability/

FROM THE EDITOR

How do you avoid maintainer 
burnout in open source projects? 
It turns out to be a matter of good 
governance, as this column’s au-
thor Dawn Foster explains. If you 
want to be successful as an open 
source project and still have a life, 
you need to be strategic and con-
sistent about your project gover-
nance practices. Wise words, and 
practical at that. Be happy read-
ing and healthy too. —Dirk Riehle
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into roles with increasing responsibil-
ity. As more people move into main-
tainer roles, it can help to reduce the 
workload for the existing maintain-
ers. The CNCF has a contributor lad-
der template with instructions,g and 
examples of implementation can be 
found in Kubernetesh and Copacetic.i

Maintainers often experience an in-
creasing demand to manage noncoding 
tasks as open source projects increase 
in usage and popularity, which puts ad-
ditional pressure on maintainers who 
are already overworked.5 Maintainer 
roles can be created for tasks like docu-
mentation, community management, 
marketing, product management, and 
other important roles.j Contributors 
with subject matter expertise can often 
do the activities associated with those 
roles more efficiently and with higher 
quality than a maintainer without that 
specific expertise. 

CREATING INTENTIONAL 
CULTURE
A documented governance model 
along with pathways to leadership are 
key to creating an intentional culture 
for an open source project that encour-
ages participation and contributions 
from others. As part of governance, 
the scope, vision, and values (some-
times called a charterk) can help po-
tential contributors understand what 
is/is not in scope so that contributions 
are more likely to be accepted to avoid 
wasting maintainer time on contribu-
tions that aren’t aligned with the proj-
ect. Decision-making processes are 
another aspect of intentional culture. 
Many projects operate primarily by 
consensus, but it can be helpful to also 
have a provision for calling for a vote 
when consensus cannot be reached or 

ghttps://contribute.cncf.io/projects/best-practices/
community/contributor-growth/incentivizing 
-contributors/
hhttps://github.com/kubernetes/community/blob/
master/community-membership.md
ihttps://github.com/project-copacetic/copacetic/blob/
main/CONTRIBUTOR_LADDER.md
jhttps://github.com/goharbor/community/blob/
main/MAINTAINERS.md
khttps://contribute.cncf.io/projects/best-practices/
governance/charter

in other specific situations. This all 
helps to avoid issues and misunder-
standings by helping align the expec-
tations of community members.

However, just documenting the 
governance process and setting expec-
tations in writing isn’t enough. Open 
source project leaders should also role 
model good behavior and help others 
understand what behavior is appro-
priate. Tolerating bad behavior unwit-
tingly sets the expectation that this 
behavior is acceptable, which can drive 
new contributors away, so addressing 
concerns promptly before they can get 
out of control or become a crisis helps set 
an intentional culture and improve sus-
tainability. A code of conduct is a good 
starting point for these conversations, 
but it’s also important to think about 
how to approach code of conduct issues 
and how remediation and education 
can be a first step to help people meet 
the project’s expectations, instead of 
taking an enforcement first approach.

Unfortunately, some projects even-
tually run into issues that can’t be re-
solved via remediation or education, 
and in these cases, it may be necessary 
to remove someone from a project. 
Good governance documents should 
have a provision for involuntarily re-
moving someone from a project, even 
if that person is in a top leadership po-
sition. Projects hope to never need to 
use the removal process, but a project 
will be glad to have this in place early 
if it’s ever needed in the future.

PROJECT OWNERSHIP
Some people think of open source proj-
ect ownership as a bit nebulous with 
projects owned by an undefined “com-
munity” of people; however, this is 
rarely the case from a legal or practical 
standpoint. While there are a few ex-
ceptions, open source projects usually 
have an individual, company, or foun-
dation controlling the trademarks, 
project infrastructure, and other as-
sets. This overall ownership structure 
often impacts how the project is gov-
erned on a day-to-day basis and how 
the project is perceived by others.

For projects owned by individuals, 
there are often concerns about succes-
sion planning and the impact on the 
project if something happened to that 
individual. This can result in concerns 
about the sustainability and risks as-
sociated with using projects owned by 
a single individual.

For company-owned open source 
projects, if the project is truly open, the 
governance processes should specify 
how people can move into leadership 
positions with the assumption that the 
projects will eventually have main-
tainers from outside of the leading 
company. However, some corporate 
open source projects do not allow peo-
ple to move into leadership positions 
or make decisions from outside of 
the company. In this case, a company 
should be honest in their governance 
documentation about how others can 
or cannot participate, rather than 
making all the big decisions behind 
the closed doors of their company 
while claiming to allow anyone to 
participate.

Some open source projects are 
owned by foundations, which tend to 
be nonprofit organizations that are 
focused on providing the resources 
and organizational structures that 
projects need to get funding and legal 
support for their work. Neutral foun-
dations provide a level playing field 
where contributors can contribute 
as equals regardless of whether they 
are contributing on behalf of a com-
pany or as an individual. This struc-
ture allows companies to collaborate 
together in a neutral environment 
where no single company is in control 
of the project.

In many cases, open source projects 
are donated to foundations by individ-
uals or companies. The challenge with 
contributing open source projects to 
foundations is that those individu-
als and companies give some of their 
control to the foundation. Typically, 
the project’s trademarks, reposito-
ries, websites, and other assets would 
be transferred to the foundation. 
Foundations often make sure that 
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the governance is set up in a way that 
makes it easy for anyone to participate 
and eventually move into leadership 
positions. While this does mean giv-
ing up some control over the project, 
putting a project under a foundation 
gives others more confidence that they 
can contribute as equals. Most founda-
tions have so many projects that put-
ting a new project into a foundation 
may not get as much attention as peo-
ple expect, and the foundation’s atten-
tion will be spread across all their proj-
ects. The biggest misconception about 
putting a project under a foundation 
is that the project will get an immedi-
ate boost with more contributors and 
more adopters, but this requires hard 
work from the people already partici-
pating in the project, so it’s important 
to set expectations appropriately. It’s 
also a permanent decision, and it’s 
not likely that a project can be taken 
back after it has been put into a foun-
dation, so it’s worth taking extra time 
and doing some research to decide 
whether to continue to own the project 
or whether it would be better to put it 
into a foundation.

Open source project governance 
can have a powerful impact 
on sustainability and project 

success. Documented governance that 
includes pathways to leadership can 
improve the contributor experience 
while reducing the workload of exist-
ing maintainers. Using governance to 
create an intentional and welcoming 
culture with values that are upheld and 
role modeled by leadership encourages 
participation and builds community. 
Considering the ownership of a project 
can help projects evolve to better serve 
the needs of their users and contribu-
tors. Good governance practices can 
make the difference between project 
failure and success that is sustained 
over time. 
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