
This post concerns why people contribute to OSS projects and it is solely based on the academic 
research paper "WHAT MOTIVATES MAKERS IN OPEN SOURCE HARDWARE DEVELOPMENT" which 
can be downloaded from https://www.rndtoday.co.uk/paper/what-motivates-makers-in-open-
source-hardware-development/. 

Although the research paper concerns open source hardware (OSD) developers it proceeds by 
comparing their motivations to the motivations of open source software (OSS) developers which are 
available in many previous research papers. This post is completely based on the OSS research 
papers as quoted in the OSD research paper. All of those OSS research papers are fully 
acknowledged and identified in the OSD research paper's References section. I have done no original 
research of my own. 

My aim is simply to present a brief overview of the extensive OSS research in a compact, non-
academic and readable form which is accessible to any reader who is interested in the subject. If I 
had been able to access this research at the time  "The Programmer's Odyssey"  was published I 
would have included it in the "Open Source" paragraph on page 166.

Primary motivations for people contributing to OSS projects

A range of motivations have been identified which lead developers to participate in OSS projects.

Studies have found enjoyment-based motivations are among the most important drivers of 
contributions to open source projects. This suggests that technically challenging tasks offer 
something ‘gratifying’ to the developers that mundane tasks cannot offer

•

Own-use value can also be a motivation. Developers might see participation in the project as 
the best way to influence the development of the open source project in the direction of their 
own, or their workplaces, specific needs

•

Learning can also be an important motivation to contribute to open source projects. Some 
research found learning as the primary reason to contribute to open source communities

•

• Likewise, CV/resume enhancement has been found as among the most cited reasons to 
contribute to OSS projects, however, learning in the context of OSS development has also 
been found to be very limited if tasks are fragmentary and piecemeal
Reputation is a major motivation to freely contribute to OSS development, a direct link 
between contribution to open source projects and reputation has been found which may be 
gained as a by-product of contributions to the community in the form of positive mentions. 

•

It has been found that the primary motivations to contribute to OSS development differ 
according to the  developer's roles and this includes the roles of bug fixers, programmers, and 
managers

•

What constitutes enjoyment-based participation?

OSS researchers have investigated what it is that actually constitutes 'enjoyment' as a motivation for 
contributing to OSS projects.

Enjoyment-based motivation has been found to be among the prime motivations in 
contributing to OSS projects  

•

intellectual stimulation○

fun○

enthusiasm○

curiosity about the subject ○

the satisfaction of others giving positive feedback to your contributions, which is why 

• Various factors contribute to the enjoyment of work, the most important ones are: 
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the satisfaction of others giving positive feedback to your contributions, which is why 
OSS developers often monitor mailing lists and online discussions related to their work

○

flow ○

The strongest expression of enjoyment of work, however, is probably the experience of ‘flow’, 
which is so very pleasant and rewarding that people lose the feeling of time while working on 
their project. The concept of flow was originally coined as the ‘holistic sensation that people 
feel when they act with total involvement’ . In order to develop the possibility to work in flow, 
people have to reach a level of mastery of their field that most people usually reach only after 
about 10 years or more. This often goes hand in hand with a particular fascination for the field 
without which such an intense, continued occupation with a field would hardly be possible. 
These highly skilled experts are also those that take every occasion to work on what they are 
good at. Hence, flow can be regarded as an important element of enjoyment-based 
motivations  that induces higher levels of contribution to open source projects

•

The Open Source Ideology 

Part of the motivation to contribute to OSS projects can be the identification with various 
cultural/political beliefs that form a recognisable ideology.

Identification with the so-called ‘hacker culture’ can be an important motivation to contribute. 
In the case of the OSS movement, such identification often leads to explicit rejection of 
proprietary products and sometimes even intellectual property altogether. 

•

An important aspect of OSS communities with which OSS developers identify is the idea of 
reciprocity, where developers contribute because they expect to receive something back from 
the community but when they do receive something back they then feel the obligation to 
contribute more themselves 

•

Reciprocity is closely related yet distinct from altruistic motives, which are part of the 
community-based motivations observed, both effects are, however, at the core of what some 
describe as the open source ideology, which has a positive effect on contributions to the OSS 
community 

•

Paid contributions

If an open source software product becomes successful and widely used then some participants and 
contributors may start to be paid for their efforts and though research has been done into this 
subject "the total effect of payment on the overall contribution levels remains elusive". Various 
studies have arrived at different conclusions so this topic is still open for discussion and research.

In conclusion

The motivations of contributors to OSS projects do vary considerably and although 'enjoyment 
based' factors occupy a very important position other factors such as reputation enhancement, the 
learning and refining of skills including testing and management skills, and the 'own-use' 
requirements of end-users can also be involved. In addition the commitment to, or at least sympathy 
with, 'hacker culture' and the open source ideology may form part of contributors motivations. 
However the impact of introducing payments for some OSS contributors to successful projects is still 
a subject of discussion and research.

Acknowledgments

This summary is solely based on research paper "WHAT MOTIVATES MAKERS IN OPEN SOURCE HARDWARE 
DEVELOPMENT" which is downloadable from https://www.rndtoday.co.uk/paper/what-motivates-makers-in-
open-source-hardware-development/.  My summary is based on OSS research as quoted in the above paper 
which it credits in its References section.  I have done no original research of my own.

Garth Eaglesfield
author@theprogrammersodyssey.com

   Addendum To The Programmer's Odyssey Page 2    

https://www.rndtoday.co.uk/paper/what-motivates-makers-in-open-source-hardware-development/
https://www.rndtoday.co.uk/paper/what-motivates-makers-in-open-source-hardware-development/

