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My background

Ø 10 years in proprietary software development
Ø 10 years in Linux distro packaging (OSS adjacent work)
Ø Almost 12 years of direct open-source contribution/maintainership
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What’s the problem?
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In the last 5 years…
• 21 more CNCF incubating projects
• 23 more CNCF graduated projects

> Each of them is, on average, 5 years old
> Many of them are much older since project inception
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What’s the problem?

(New) project growth is not slowing

Some percentage of new projects will 
grow into healthy and mature 
projects

Over time some original project 
founders and maintainers will move 
on from a mature project

For sustainability, projects must have 
a healthy pipeline of new contributors 
who become maintainers
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Case Study: containerd
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- Started with a single maintainer in 
2015

- Donated to CNCF in March 2017
- Added concept of reviewer role later 

in 2017
- Introduced security advisor role in 

2020 to provide another avenue for 
contribution – 11 security advisors 
today

- Introduced maintainer emeritus role 
in GOVERNANCE.md in 2022



Case Study: containerd

• New Roles == New Avenues to Participate
• Allows for more community involvement more quickly 

• More levels == Time to Coalesce
• Is a contributor aligned with community tenets/vision for the 

project?
• Does not require an ”all in” decision direct to committer

• Emeritus provided a relief valve for:
• Preventing voting impact by absenteeism
• Assumption that there is no room for maintainer growth



Areas of Growth: containerd

• Bug management re: project newbies
• Ex: triaging bugs into “good first issue” labeling/easy path 

for beginners

• Documentation generation/maintenance
• Including documentation infrastructure (website vs. repo)

• Maintainer time!
• Recent poll among active maintainers: no one has freedom to 

spend >30-50% time on upstream OSS
• This impacts responsiveness, communication with 

contributors, and general project oversight



Title

Recommendations – Preserving Maintainers

1) As much as possible, foster real community with 
your existing maintainer group
• Have a place to hang out (Slack maintainers channel?)
• Have a regular community call - make it organized (notes, agenda)
• Meet in-person at events when possible! (like here @ KubeCon)

2) Organize your project for (async) efficiency
• Use GitHub tools (planning/milestones/project boards) for keeping 

your maintainers involved in release planning, decisions, upcoming 
work

• Trade and/or rotate roles (release leads/managers) so maintainers 
feel invested in the project’s outcomes/successes
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Recommendations – Building a Pipeline

1) Make contribution the least painful process you can 
make it
• we hurt our chances to have a broad pool of new contributors when 

our projects are confusing or have hard to follow 
onboarding/development guides, unclear rules and/or guidance, etc.

2) Have a clear path to influence in the community
• Yes, this is that proverbial contributor ladder, but include paths that 

are not just code contribution—ex: security roles, documentation 
roles, triage roles
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Resources

https://contribute.cncf.io/maintainers/community/contributor-growth-framework/ 

https://contribute.cncf.io/maintainers/community/contributor-growth-framework/


Thank You!




