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OPEN SOURCE

WW ith the rise in popularity of large cloud 
providers, the way that many people use 
open source projects has evolved with 
more people choosing to use open source 

services provided by large cloud providers, like Amazon 
Web Services (AWS), Microsoft, and Google. This allows 

the cloud provider to capture value 
associated with using open source 
software, even when the cloud pro-
vider is not deeply involved in those 
open source projects.1,2 Some of the 
services that cloud providers offer 
stem from open source software 
projects owned and controlled by 
vendors that employ people to build 
and maintain the software while 
capturing their own value when 
selling products and services based 
on those open source projects. This 
can create a tension between cloud 
providers and vendors who both 
capture their own value around a 
single piece of open source software, 
what we refer to as a tension in the 
open source value capture dynamic. 

When this tension results in vendors losing revenue at the 
expense of cloud providers profiting from vendor-related 
open source work, changes in the open source value cap-
ture dynamic may result.

Tensions in the open source value capture dynamic 
have resulted in some vendors deciding to move their 
open source projects under more restrictive licenses that 
are not recognized by the Open Source Initiative (OSI) as 
open source licenses or make other unilateral decisions on 
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behalf of the project that are designed 
to increase profitability for the ven-
dor. These vendor changes can make 
it more challenging for the cloud pro-
viders and other users to capture value 
from these open source projects. In 
some cases, these vendor decisions 
have resulted in hard forks (also called 
hostile forks or variant forks) created 
by and maintained by cloud providers.

VALUE CAPTURE DYNAMICS
For open source projects that are 
owned and controlled by vendors, of-
ten referred to as “single-vendor open 
source,”3 the controlling vendor can 
often make unilateral decisions about 
the direction or governance of a proj-
ect without consultation from other 
contributors and users. Examples of 
unilateral vendor decisions include 
moving a project to a non-OSI recog-
nized license, shifting development to 
a private location, or restricting access 
to releases, which can change how oth-
ers can capture value from that open 
source project. These unilateral, ven-
dor decisions break the assumed social 
contract inherent in open source proj-
ects where there is an expectation of 
being able to continue to use, modify, 

and contribute to the software indef-
initely. Unilateral vendor decisions 
often feel like a rug pull, where the 
vendor has reneged on the promise of 
openness, leaving users and contrib-
utors to find other solutions, which 
might include a hard fork. 

Prominent users of many ven-
dor-owned open source projects include 
cloud providers (that is, AWS, Google, 
and Microsoft). As users, and value 
capturers of vendor-owned open source 
projects, cloud providers may expe-
rience disruptions due to vendor-led 
changes, and in some, but not all cases, 
vendor-led changes may result in a fork 
of the original project, which can frag-
ment the community while providing 
alternative solutions for those captur-
ing value from the original open source 
project prior to any change.

When vendors make unilateral 
changes to the open source projects 
they control, it can disrupt how, in 
our case, cloud providers capture the 
value of those open source projects, 
especially in the case of license change 
events where the new license prohibits 
the type of use that enables cloud pro-
viders to offer cloud services around 
the newly relicensed open source proj-
ect. Because cloud providers provide 
the backbone for much of today’s mod-
ern digital infrastructure, they are 
quite sensitive to the impact of these 
vendor-led changes on their ability to 
capture the value from vendor-owned 
open source projects. As we next 
demonstrate, cloud providers have re-
sponded to these vendor-led changes 
by driving or becoming involved in the 
hard forks that result from changes.

VALUE CAPTURE DYNAMICS 
IN VENDOR-OWNED 
PROJECTS: LICENSING AND 
RESTRICTED ACCESS
Several cases exist that represent ex-
amples of where vendors have made 
unilateral changes to the open source 

projects they control as they have 
moved projects under non-OSI recog-
nized restrictive licenses (for example, 
MongoDB, Elasticsearch, Terraform, 
Redis) and restricted access to devel-
opment, images, and/or releases (for 
example, Buoyant, Puppet, Bitnami). 
These are discussed along with result-
ing forks where available (for example, 
OpenSearch, OpenTofu, Valkey).

From a relicensing perspective, 
cloud providers including AWS cap-
ture value from open source projects, 
such as MongoDB without owning the 
underlying software because value cap-
ture occurs through complementary 
commercial capabilities rather than 
software ownership. In this, AWS de-
rives private returns from open source 
by combining open source code with 
complementary assets, such as host-
ing, integration, support, and scale.1,4 
AWS and their ability to offer Mon-
goDB-compatible services is how AWS 
is able to monetize open source through 
digital infrastructure rather than own-
ership of the MongoDB project itself, 
as seen in AWS’s DocumentDB service 
being a fully managed MongoDB-com-
patible document database.

This value capture dynamic can in-
herently lead to tension between AWS 
and MongoDB (the vendor) as cloud 
providers may be capturing a dispro-
portionate share of the value gener-
ated by MongoDB (the software). As 
literature suggests that greater control 
over the intellectual property and gov-
ernance can improve a firm’s ability 
to capture value, this can help explain 
why vendors may believe their efforts 
are over-favoring downstream users 
of their software.5 In October 2018, 
MongoDB relicensed their open source 
project under the Server Side Public 
License (SSPL). This changed the con-
ditions under which cloud providers, 
including AWS, could continue to cap-
ture value on the software as before. 
Accordingly, vendor-led changes are 

FROM THE EDITOR

Commercial and, in particular, 
single-vendor open source firms 
are companies that provide some 
or all of their product under an 
open source license to the world. 
Increasingly, over the recent 
years, these companies decided 
to change the license going for-
ward, often to a non-open source 
license. This article by Foster and 
Germonprez analyzes the situa-
tion from the perspective of the 
affected user community of the 
(no longer) open source software. 
Happy reading and stay healthy!
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not just project adjustments; they are 
strategic decisions by vendors to re-
balance value capture between them-
selves and downstream users.6 Other 
cases that included vendor-led licens-
ing changes as tied to value capture 
changes include:

	› Elasticsearch and the OpenSearch 
Fork: In February 2021, Elastic 
relicensed Elasticsearch and Ki-
bana to the SSPL jointly with an 
Elastic license. This resulted in a 
decision at Amazon AWS to fork 
Elasticsearch and Kibana into 

new projects called OpenSearch 
and OpenSearch Dashboard so 
that they could give their cloud 
customers an alternative to 
Elasticsearch. Most of the con-
tributors to Elasticsearch were 
Elastic employees, so the impact 
of the relicensing event and 
the resulting fork were mostly 
confined to the users of Elas-
ticsearch who were suddenly 
put in the position of needing 
to decide whether to continue 
using the Elastic projects under 
a new license or switching to the 
fork.7 In August 2024, Elastic 
added the Affero General Public 
License to Elasticsearch and Ki-
bana making them open source 
again, and in September 2024, 
OpenSearch became a Linux 
Foundation project.

	› Terraform and the OpenTofu Fork: 
Hashicorp relicensed several 
of their open source projects, 
including Terraform in August 
2023 moving them under the 
Business Source License, which 
is not an OSI recognized open 
source license. A collection of 
users created a manifesto signed 

by over 100 companies and 1,000 
individuals in an attempt to get 
Hashicorp to reverse the decision 
to relicense. The manifesto was 
not successful, and the Open-
Tofu fork was created as a Linux 
Foundation project that later 
became a Cloud Native Comput-
ing Foundation project in April 
2025. While almost all of the 
Terraform contributors were 
Hashicorp employees, OpenTofu 
had over 30 people and more 
than 10 companies who contrib-
uted in the first year.7

	› Redis and Valkey Fork: Redis 
relicensed their open source 
project in March 2024 and put it 
under the Redis Source Available 
License and the SSPL, neither of 
which are OSI recognized open 
source licenses. Because Redis 
had a large number of contribu-
tors who were not employed by 
the vendor, the dynamics of this 
situation are quite different from 
the Elastic and Hashicorp exam-
ples with existing Redis main-
tainers and contributors driving 
the creation of the Valkey fork as 
a Linux Foundation project.7 In 
the first year of the fork, Valkey 
had over 50 contributors who are 
employed by over a dozen com-
panies (including several large 
cloud providers) and over 20 of 
those contributors previously 
contributed to Redis.

From a restricted access perspec-
tive, value capture is often less direct 
than direct open source being pro-
vided as a cloud service, as in the Mon-
goDB case. From a restricted access 
perspective, value capture is strength-
ened for the controlling vendor while 

having less impact on cloud provid-
ers. The primary impact is felt by the 
users of the open source projects who 
relied on access to releases to capture 
value more indirectly by using them to 
deliver products and services to their 
customers. From a user perspective, 
open source software may be a compo-
nent of a revenue generating product 
and/or as part of a solution to manage 
the infrastructure to build and deliver 
products and services to customers, so 
disruptions caused by unilateral, ven-
dor-led changes, like restricting access 
to releases, can result in additional 
costs and effort for those users, which 
reduces their ability to capture value 
from those open source projects.

As an example of restricted access, 
Puppeta is a popular open source con-
figuration management tool that is 
now owned by the vendor Perforce and 
is used by a wide variety of organiza-
tions to automate infrastructure man-
agement. For the past 15 years, Puppet’s 
business model has been an open core 
model with open source Puppet as the 
core for the proprietary licensed Pup-
pet Enterprise along with offering paid 
support and services to their custom-
ers. As Puppet existed for over 20 years 
prior to the acquisition by Perforce, 
there is a vibrant open source eco-
system that built up around the open 
source version of Puppet. In this open 
source ecosystem, consulting organi-
zations use Puppet to capture value for 
their clients by using Puppet as part of 
their service offerings. Open source 
Puppet has always created value cap-
ture tension because the open source 
offering of Puppet competes with the 
Puppet Enterprise commercial prod-
uct from a user perspective and out-
side consulting organizations create 
offerings that compete with the offi-
cial Puppet professional services, sup-
port, and education offerings.

While this value capture tension has 
always existed, the Perforce response 
has been part of the more recent trend 

a �One of the authors of this article, Dawn Foster, was a 
Puppet employee from 2012–2015.

Unilateral vendor decisions often feel like a rug pull, 
where the vendor has reneged on the promise of 
openness, leaving users and contributors to find 

other solutions.
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of vendors making unilateral deci-
sions on behalf of open source projects. 
Perforce announced that they will be 
slowing the release frequency of source 
code contributions to the public repos-
itory, hence restricting access to the 
latest open source software. As such, 
the Apache2.0 licensed code of Puppet 
remains open source, but it remains 
several releases behind the End User 
License Agreement (EULA) licensed 
version offered by Perforce.8 While 
this was not a full relicensing event as 
was the case with MongoDB, the result 
was similar resulting in a fork in Jan-
uary 2025 of the Apache2.0 release of 
Puppet called OpenVox. With the cre-
ation of the fork, users and consultants 
can now choose between accepting 
the Perforce EULA and purchasing a 
support agreement if they are over the 
free threshold of 25 nodes or switching 
to the OpenVox fork. Other cases that 
included vendor-led release changes as 
tied to value capture concerns include:

	› Buoyant and Linkerd: Linkerd is 
an open source CNCF project: 
however, all of the maintainers 
for Linkerd worked for the ven-
dor Buoyant. In February 2024, 
Buoyant announced that they 
were putting the stable release 
images of Linkerd in the hands 
of the vendor community (that is, 
Buoyant). In this case, the project 
remained under an open source 
license, and the project contin-
ues to make source code releases, 
but the packaged images are 
only available to Buoyant’s 
customers, restricting access to 
others. In October 2024, Buoyant 
announced that this change has 
been successful in allowing them 
to double their recurring reve-
nue and become profitable, and 
they used some of that money to 
hire additional maintainers and 
support staff for the open source 
Linkerd project.

	› Broadcom and Bitnami: For years, 
Bitnami images were the de facto 
method of running many of the 

most popular apps on top of Ku-
bernetes. Bitnami was acquired 
by VMware in 2019, and VMware 
was acquired by Broadcom in 
2023. In August 2025, Broadcom 
announced that if companies 
and open source projects wanted 
to continue getting images with 
new versions and security up-
dates, a Bitnami Secure Images 
subscription was required. The 
source code remains available 
under an Apache 2.0 license, 
but the container images are no 
longer freely available.9

IMPLICATIONS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS

For organizations that use and 
contribute to open source projects
Choosing to use and contribute to open 
source projects without Contributor Li-
cense Agreements (CLAs) can be a more 
viable, lower risk option where con-
cerns of unilateral, vendor-led changes 
exist. CLAs often give vendors the abil-
ity to make unilateral decisions (for ex-
ample, relicensing or restricted access) 
on behalf of an open source project and 
avoiding projects with CLAs may be 
prudent for some organizations.

Additionally, embracing projects 
under neutral foundations (for exam-
ple, ASF, Eclipse, Linux Foundation) 
with leaders/maintainers who are em-
ployed by a variety of different organi-
zations is another option for selecting 
projects that are likely to avoid unilat-
eral, vendor-led decision making since 
foundation projects are less likely to 
experience disruptions from unilat-
eral vendor decisions. However, as we 
demonstrated earlier in the Buoyant 
and Linkerd case, when the maintain-
ers and contributors are all or mostly 
employed by a single vendor, that 
vendor can create disruptions even in 
foundation-brokered projects.

As users and value capturers of 
open source projects, organizations 
have the power and resources to avoid 
future challenges that may stem from 

unilateral, vendor-led decisions. Di-
verse organizational involvement can 
positively impact the sustainability of 
both vendor and foundation-brokered 
open source projects, including any fu-
ture forks. Having people affiliated with 
your organization working within proj-
ects of organizational interest helps to 
understand any vendor dynamics along 
with the strengths and weaknesses of 
that project while also influencing and 
stabilizing the project from within.

For vendors that own 
open source projects
Vendors should carefully weigh both 
positive and negative potential conse-
quences before making unilateral deci-
sions on behalf of an open source project. 
On the positive side, there could be fi-
nancial benefits for the vendor. Negative 
consequences might include a fork that 
results in decreased downstream use, 
loss of contributors leading to reduced 
innovation, and negative press. It’s up to 
each vendor to determine whether any 
additional financial benefits would out-
weigh the potential downsides.

Governance structures matter 
as much as licensing and re-
lease access in determining 

the long-term sustainability of open 
source projects. Vendor-owned proj-
ects can benefit from singular control, 
but at the same time, that control can 
create potential disruptions for users, 
contributors, and organizations that 
depend on the project outcomes. The 
cases show that software providers, 
such as cloud providers, and vendor-led 
firms can be in competing value-cap-
ture positions around the same open 
source software. Vendors seek to pro-
tect revenue associated with their open 
source project while cloud providers 
create value through scale, hosting, 
and integrations of that same software. 
As these tensions exist, projects may 
be reconfigured by vendors through li-
cense changes and release restrictions, 
impacting the value propositions for 
others who rely on the software.
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For organizations that rely on open 
source, these changes by vendors 
highlight the importance of techni-
cal merit alongside governance risk. 
Dependence on projects with singu-
lar vendor control can expose down-
stream users to sudden disruptions 
in the access to and availability of the 
open source software. Vendors some-
times find themselves in difficult fi-
nancial situations, and this issue alone 
should dictate a careful review of their 
controlled projects if they are intended 
to be used for reasons of long-term 
value capture by an organization. 
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