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● the maintainer hasn’t had time to review it
● the author hasn’t had time to make 

changes
● the PR doesn’t solve the right problem
● the maintainer doesn’t have the expertise 

to review
● the PR adds too much functionality to 

maintain
● surprise! the project is abandoned
● the PR was submitted by AI
● there’s actually multiple maintainers and 

they both think the other one’s reviewing 
the PR

● the maintainer is burned out

Why might a PR not be merged?
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These are all relationship problems.



The world is full of abstractions:



Burnout happens when needs aren’t being met.

entitled/impatient requests = need for gratitude and respect

never hearing from users = need to feel like work has meaning

lack of other maintainers = need for socialization, need to be 
able to take a break

no financial support = need for material security

The feeling that your needs aren’t being met *and no one 
cares*? Is like throwing gasoline on the fire of burnout.

BURNOUT Common FOSS Problem
#1



I’ve worked with hundreds of first time contributors. 

Most of them show up with an image in their head of what 
that means:

● a code contribution
● a small feature addition or maybe a bug fix
● in a few hours, or maybe a few days

But this is actually hard! Like, really really hard!

ONBOARDIN G Common FOSS Problem
#2



Barriers and challenges:

● lack of knowledge of the codebase
● lack of knowledge of the underlying language(s)
● lack of knowledge of the infrastructure
● lack of knowledge of the domain
● lack of knowledge of community norms and culture
● don’t know who people are, who to ask for help or review
● shyness, intimidation, etc

ONBOARDIN G Common FOSS Problem
#2



There are ways to address this:

● “good first tasks” 
● my suite (context-building tasks, FRAMEd tasks, 

onboarding-related tasks, contributor expertise tasks, 
pairing) 

But…what if the most important thing newcomers contribute 
is their presence? 

What if their relationships with other members of the 
community was enough?

ONBOARDIN G Common FOSS Problem
#2



“What you can do is more 
important than who you are.”

The maintainer succeeds where 
the newcomer often fails, but 
*both* need to be valued for more 
than just what they can do.

*Both* need to be able to ask for 
help and to receive it.

*Both* need good relationships.

Are these the same problem?



Are FOSS users selfish?

FUNDING Common FOSS Problem
#3



The world is full of abstractions:
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A brief digression



Are FOSS users selfish?

When people we are in a relationship with need help, we 
want to help them.

When people we are in a relationship with give us 
something valuable, we want to reciprocate.

Hypothesis: FOSS projects are underfunded because they are 
not in relationship to their users.

FUNDING Common FOSS Problem
#3



FOSS UX has…a reputation.

Easier for ‘technically savvy’ users. Why? Because FOSS 
projects are in relationship with technically savvy users:

● more likely to leave an issue in an issue tracker
● more likely to show up in irc/matrix/discord/slack
● more likely to know maintainers/contributors from 

conferences, work, social media, etc

To improve user experience for less savvy users, projects 
need to build relationships with less savvy users.

BAD UX Common FOSS Problem
#4







A virtuous cycle you can ’t start is a Catch-22



Where’s the money???



Changing deeply held beliefs is 
even harder than asking for 
money :(



Relationships matter.





A good relationship is one where 
people can share their needs with 
each other, and collaborate on getting 
those needs met, even when those 
needs are in conflict.



Connect

Steps to building a good relationship

Clarify

Communicate

Conflict

Commit
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Understanding your needs will help 
you find/build relationships that meet 
those needs.

Two tools:

Open Source Needs Assessment

Visibility Spectrum Exercise

Clarify your needs
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If we build better relationships,
we can build better FOSS.



Young Couple Talking with a Therapist by Timur Webber.

Gif of GitHub pull requests from the GitHub blog.

Screenshots from Django website and documentation. Image of Django community 
from VintaSoftware.

Smoke & Fire by Vijay Bandari, CC BY-NC-ND 2.0.
Small pond, Bedfords Park by Robin Webster, CC BY-SA 2.0.
money, money, money by Markus, CC BY-SA 2.0.
Woman in white shirt showing frustration by Andrea Piacquadio.

All other images and charts created by Shauna Gordon-McKeon, CC BY-SA 4.0.

Image Credits In order of use

https://www.pexels.com/photo/young-couple-talking-with-a-therapist-8560012/
https://github.blog/news-insights/filter-pull-requests-by-status/
https://www.vintasoftware.com/blog/going-to-technical-events-is-awesome-djangocon-experience
https://www.flickr.com/photos/92437916@N00/2580635238
https://www.geograph.org.uk/photo/5526238
https://www.flickr.com/photos/madmarkus/1206981238
https://www.pexels.com/photo/woman-in-white-shirt-showing-frustration-3807738/


Find the Open Source Needs Assessment, the Visibility Spectrum Exercise, and 
more at relational-tech.com. You can also sign up for my newsletter or a free one 
hour consultation.

Follow me on mastodon: shauna@social.coop
If you’re on bluesky, bridged to: shauna.social.coop.ap.brid.gy  

Things I wanted to put in the talk but didn’t have time for:

● Sumana Harihareswara’s celebration of Beautiful Soup’s 20th birthday
● New contributor tasks:

○ Context-Building Tasks
○ FRAMEd Tasks
○ Contributing Non-Coding Expertise via Whole Community Sprints
○ Onboarding Tasks

More Info THANK YOU!

http://relational-tech.com
mailto:shauna@social.coop
https://harihareswara.net/posts/2024/celebrate-beautiful-soups-20th-anniversary/
https://relational-tech.com/resources/context-building-tasks.html
https://relational-tech.com/resources/FRAME-tasks.html
https://relational-tech.com/resources/whole-community-sprints.html
https://relational-tech.com/resources/spinachcon.html

