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This set of simple rules is applicable to open organizations
that rely on contributors who may have other jobs or respon-
sibilities, may work across various organizations, and other-
wise are not obligated to contribute to the open effort. In
managing these organizations, a substantial amount of “cat
herding”1 is involved: Contributors and community members 1 Cat herding is an idiomatic En-

glish term related to organizing a
group of people or entities that are
not predisposed to being herded,
such as cats. It is often used to
talk about groups of individuals who
don’t necessarily have a reason to
“herd” being shepherded toward a
common purpose or direction.

are not working under a formal authority structure that en-
ables compliance-gaining to be as simple as rules and policies.
Instead, a bottom-up approach to leadership is needed, where
behavior is encouraged via alternative methods to “stick and
carrots.”

These rules are imagined as rules for leaders working across
organizations, though they can also be useful within larger
organizations when no formal authority is held over partici-
pants. Inside of organizations it is important to be aware of
existing power structures and how this kind of leading with-
out formal authority can sometimes cause friction with those
structures. Furthermore, leading in this way is very difficult:
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It requires resources, skill development, sensitivity to contrib-
utors’ and community members’ realities, navigation of exist-
ing organizational structures and social networks, and other
demands. These “rules” are therefore more like guidelines or
a toolkit to consult in developing this method of leadership.

1. Establish and overcommunicate the project’s
mission and vision2 2 We use “mission and vision” to re-

fer to the set of high-level text used
to define an organization, which can
include a mission statement, a vision
statement, a purpose statement, a
values statement, etc.

1. The project’s mission and vision are what people
/ contributors come for.

2. Articulating a mission or vision can be the work
of both someone inside of a formal structure and
also a leader who brings people together.

3. In some cases, leaders must build consensus on
what the mission/vision should be or how it
should change. This is particularly true when
small groups establish an organization together
around a common goal.

2. Lead by example, both in doing the technical
work and creating culture

1. Doing the work alongside the community will be
noticed.

2. Support and empower people to do the work
they want to do. Giving other people the op-
portunity to be a leader lets them learn as they do.

3. Start with the assumption that the leader doesn’t
have authority over anyone but authority is given
to them through the community. The community
will keep leadership accountable by deciding
whether or not to contribute to the project.

4. Consider the leadership qualities you most want
and decide how to convey those. For example,
the qualities of kindness and directness can be
modeled.
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3. Align incentives for contribution and participa-
tion

1. Consider what the real incentives are for people to
contribute / participate.

1. What do they gain from participation and
engagement?

2. How do incentives advance your project and
the people who are contributing at the same
time?

3. Different contributors may have different
incentives.

2. Win-win wins are more stable than just win-wins.
1. Example: A software project benefits from

the contributions of an academic researcher
whose research benefits from the software and
industry/government benefits from the sci-
ence (who may then further fund the project).

2. Funding flywheels such as sustainment loops
that create virtuous cycles as each party
moves things forward. For example:
1. Software - gains features.

2. Government - gains standards and inter-
operability.

3. Industry - gains financial benefits and
requests more features.

3. Requires more compromise on the part of all
parties.

4. Prevents people running off with resources.

4. Create agency for your community members

1. Help contributors find meaningful work for the
project you’re working on.
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1. Optimize the time of those who are working
with you.

2. Be conscious of how you use community
member’s time.

2. Draw on the reasons for contribution to create
agency among the community.

3. Work to understand how your community can
support the career growth, professional growth,
personal growth, and technical skill development
of its members.

4. Actively work to remove barriers to contribution,
from structural to practical. Examples include:

1. Helping potential contributors acquire neces-
sary resources, such as Internet connectivity.

2. Protecting underresourced contributor time
(e.g., via honoraria).

3. Making contribution accessible across lan-
guages.

5. Create and communicate onboarding processes.

6. Create accountability mechanisms for community
members to give constructive feedback safely
about their experience in the community.

1. Develop avenues for implementing this feed-
back into leadership and community decisions.

5. Intentionally build THIS group’s “culture”

1. Actively build norms by talking openly about how
they connect to the mission and vision.

1. Document norms in ways that are accessible
and digestible for the community.

2. Revisit documented norms regularly to revise
based on changes in the community.
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2. Enlist respected people to model and uphold the
norms.

3. Collectively hold the community’s expectations
and guidelines. For example:

1. Code of Conduct committee vs. project
lead’s’s sole responsibility over “violations.”

2. Make contribution guidelines clear and find-
able.

4. Develop graduated sanctions for any violations.
1. Consider how to keep people engaged as they

learn the norms / rules.

2. When possible, involve the community in the
development of graduated sanctions.

6. Foster inclusivity

1. Psychological safety is paramount.

2. Know what you don’t want in your group’s
dynamics and be sure to bring up things like
toxic behavior and in group behaviors that can
be exclusionary.

3. Don’t underestimate the people you already have
access to, they have skills and abilities to draw
from.

7. Empower others in the group

1. Create pathways for community members to
advance into leadership roles and ensure they are
explicitly documented and findable.

2. Encourage people to step up and do more than
even they might know they can do, when they are
interested in doing more and have the bandwidth
(i.e., don’t overburden people).
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8. Listen and adapt to develop contributor moti-
vation

1. Start where people are.

2. What do they actually want out of this engage-
ment?

3. What do you want / need out of their contribu-
tions?

4. Understand that individuals’ professional /
personal lives change, and so too might their
motivation and availability.

9. Make it easy

1. If you want people to join you, make it easy to join.

2. If you would like money, make it easy to pay you.

3. To communicate, make the communication ac-
cessible, simple, digestible, and understandable.
Joining a community should not require substan-
tial investment.

10. Expect and prepare for community turnover

1. Work to cultivate an environment that seeks to
prevent contributor burnout

2. People will need to leave/do other things, this
is not a bad thing. If they still think fondly of
you when they leave, it’s good for the group (e.g.,
they may spread positive information about your
project)

3. Managing turnover - if you’re already anticipating
that people will leave, your systems/workflows
will reflect that

4. Offboarding processes should be top-of-mind: In-
tentionally design and regularly update processes,
including by reaching out to formerly active
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community members

5. Be welcoming when people come back!

This resource was generated as part of CZI’s EOSS Com-
munity Calls during late 2024 with Organizational Mycology
facilitating discussions, gathering input, and generating the
final document. Participants in the calls, and open comment
periods are given co-authorship in alphabetical order by last
name.
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